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Chapter 1: A Broken Man

It had been 4 years since Hiccup's heart had been broken; 4 years since he had unknowingly kissed the love of his life goodbye for the last time. It had been 3 years and 364 days since he first set out to look for her. A simple joy ride on Stormfly over the ocean obviously went badly, and something deep in Hiccup's bones told him that she needed him. The very next day he set out on a quest on the back of his best friend to track down Astrid.

He never found her. Weeks went by at a time without Hiccup returning. When he did, he was most often pale and malnourished with a case of hypothermia, astride an exhausted and equally unhealthy Toothless. Hours after eating a light meal and warming himself with a blanket, he was off into the night sky again. This went on continuously for years, slowly degrading to madness, and the village began to think this would be the death of the future Chief and the dragon that changed Berk forever. Stoik had tried to stop his son, but nothing could hold him back from looking for Astrid. At first, he and her parents were proud of his determination, but as their attitude turned to mourning her loss, Hiccup's became more desperate and angry.

Over the years he had been hardened, physically and emotionally. He came to care about nothing but finding Astrid, not even his own health or the health of his Night Fury. He continuously rejected his friends, family, and the entirety of the village, only staring at a wrinkled picture of his girlfriend he always kept. He also grew. Lack of food paired with hours and hours of dragon riding left him not that much bigger, but far more muscular, lacking so much fat it was borderline unhealthy. He had been living this lifestyle since he was 17, and now that he was 21, he was unrecognizable, but with the same goal. Toothless had aged substantially, looking more worn every time Hiccup briefly returned home. At times, he would simply crash into the main square of the town, fall fast asleep, and not move for hours. Hiccup never seemed like it bothered him, and that is what bothered the rest of the town. He would walk away from his downed dragon like he never cared for him in the first place; like he was nothing more than transportation. Hiccup came down from searching in the polar ice, but the bitter cold stayed in his eyes, and seemed to freeze ever more solid for each day he spent away.

He had mapped places the Vikings had never even knew existed; finding distant islands in the frozen north, and discovering tropical beaches towards the equator. He had met fellow Vikings, discovered hundreds of other dragon species, but never found the woman he was looking for. He was beginning to be named Berk's greatest adventurer, yet he never paid any attention. Astrid was the only thing ever on his mind.

At the moment, he was away from home, traveling over a vast land he had only seen from afar. He had never known the name of this seemingly endless but forested land, and it was even harder to see when it was covered by a moonless black sky. This time, something caught his eye: Civilization. He spotted a small camp complete with a fire and what seemed to be a large man in rags and a woman in armor. There was hope that Astrid could on this island. Something he hadn't felt in a long time lit up his insides, lighting him on fire. He burned in his ears and core, and he felt his heart racing in his chest, thumping swiftly. Tears stung his eyes. For the first time in months, there was hope he would find her.

In the same moment he flew over the camp, he heard them yelling and drawing their swords. That was never a good sign. He quickly turned his dragon around and took out a small blade, whispering for Toothless to get ready with a purple fireball. But before he and the dragon could blow them to fiery pieces, a net sprung from the ground, trapping the Viking and the Night Fury in ropes. Helpless, the pair plummeted to the ground, Toothless wailing in agony. Hiccup very distinctly remembered the ruthless and unforgiving pang of the ground when they hit, and the sound of heavy footfalls coming closer. He let his eyes roll back in his head, just as the duo emerged from the trees, weapons drawn, overlooking their perfect catch.
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Chapter 2: Hard as Stone

Hiccup saw her. He saw Astrid running in the familiar field where they had taken their first flight with Toothless. She was smiling, blonde hair swaying down her back and across her perfect pale face. Sunlight shone on her, making her shine with angelic beauty. Her blue eyes were sparkling, tickling him with happiness, love, and excitement. She turned to face Hiccup, who was jogging comfortably behind her. Quickly changing her course, she jumped into a small pond, spraying Hiccup with freezing water.

He jolted awake and became suddenly keen of his surroundings. A man was lowering a bucket to the ground, and Hiccup realized he was soaking wet. A breeze came through the tight walls of the cave, causing the young Viking to shiver. The cold soaked right into his skin. He took in the dingy surroundings of the cave with two cots on the dirt floor, a few candles, but nothing more. The room was almost inhospitable. In an attempt to move, he discovered his hands were bound behind him and to the chair the two had put him in. He struggled against the tight coils, but when it proved to have no avail, he miserably looked up into the eyes of his captors.

"Where's my dragon," he sputtered. It wasn't a question, more of an order. His voice was cold, brutal, and icy, full of determination.

The woman stepped forward just as the man stood back to give her respectful space. She was tall, and strongly built with long blonde hair tied carefully behind her head in a braid. She had a hardened look on her face that was smeared with dirt. She wore leather armor from head to toe, skillfully crafted and tailored specifically for her. She wore a heavy chest piece with extra protection on her shoulders that ran down her upper arm. She wore thick bracers, and a knee length plated skirt. Her boots ran high enough to touch the end of her skirt, and a large metal clasp held together the pieces and made the armor one. Her piercing green eyes dug into his soul. She held a small steel dagger in her left hand and approached the restrained Viking.

"What is your name, young man?" she asked. Her voice was stern, but with a smooth undertone.

"I'm not going to tell you anything until I know where my dragon is," he raised his voice in order to appear threatening, but with him bound to the chair and so obviously at their mercy, she didn't appear fazed. Yet, she complied to his request.

"Outside the cave, still in the net," she said, trying to earn his cooperation. "It put up a good fight. After we dragged you away from your beast it continued spewing purple fire into the air. We gave it a quick bite of a Cyrodilic Spadetail and it put it to sleep like a baby," she kept her voice calm as Hiccup grew more and more defensive and eager to escape. "But don't worry, it will be fine. For now."

To Hiccup, that sounded like a threat. He struggled more against the bindings with the same outcome. He hung his head again in defeat.

"Let me go, I am heir to a tribe that resides on the Northern island of Berk. I am a weary traveler looking for a woman." He looked up into their faces, but again neither were fazed. He grew more frustrated.

"I frankly don't care. What I want to know, young man, is how you became a dragon priest in training, and why," she said. Her tone became much more biting, as if she was losing her patience with the situation as well.

"A what?" But before he could continue, he was cut off.

"How did _you_ begin a new rise of the dragons? Who are you working for? The Thalmor? I swear, boy, I will cut you to pieces," she threatened. She let rage slip onto her face, and got closer to Hiccup with the dagger. "I am simply a charming inn-keeper, but if you do not tell me what I want to know, the Grandmaster of the Blades will come out of me, and I promise you, she will ship out on the next wagon to the Helgen executioner."

Hiccup pushed his face into hers. "I am not who you think I am, lady! I have no idea where I am or who you are," he held his gaze with hers, not wanting to show her his fear. He shook in terror, hoping she would think it was the freezing water. She scooted away with a grin, picking up the fear that shone like lava in Hiccup's eyes. She could also see them glassed over with truth; nothing was giving her signs that he was lying.

"My boy, my name is Delphine, Grandmaster of the Blades. We are ancient dragon hunters, and have been called into action once more due to the sudden rise of dragons," she spoke. She began to pace in front of the captive, his eyes following her every move. He still looked confused, so she got broader in her explanation. "You are in the Province of Skyrim, in the woods outside of a large city known as Whiterun. I live in a city nearby, and was hoping to get lucky and gain some knowledge of dragon reemergence. To my surprise I find one of the creatures. The even bigger surprise is the young boy I find riding it with a saddle." She drilled her eyes into his head, but he didn't move. He spoke up, suddenly taking offence that his Night Fury was being called an "it."

"_He_ has a name. And he is my best friend, so don't you dare hurt him." It had been so long since he had to defend Toothless from anything. His love for his dragon reemerged, pushing his blood hotter and faster in his veins. He remembered when his father had accused him of putting his village in danger, and all he could say was that Toothless was protecting him. He clenched his fists. "Like I said, I don't know anything about this place or your dragon problems. If anything, I can help you train them. In Berk, they were always misunderstood, and we killed them for it. You don't realize they can be tamed, and they aren't dangerous," he argued. He might as well make himself seem useful. The last thing he wanted was to die here; die here without finding Astrid.

Delphine shifted uncomfortably, as if taken back by this statement. The man behind her paled, and finally spoke up. "Words of a dragon priest. Delphine, he should be killed."

His argument did not work the way he intended. "I don't even know what that is, I swear to you. My name is Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III of Berk, my father is Stoik the Vast, I am here looking for the love of my life. She went missing 4 years ago, please, let me go, I must find her," he almost pleaded. He was done playing games with these people.

Delphine spoke up. "As much as I'd like to oblige that charming reason to let you go, I can't. If you are working for the Thalmor, you are too much of a threat to our operation."

Hiccup struggled, losing hope.

"And we're not getting anything else out of you, are we?" She got close to his face again.

Hiccup was panting, eyes wide. "There is nothing to tell."

Something glazed over in Delphine's eyes. "You are hard as stone. Out of curiosity, who is this woman you claim to be looking for around these parts?" she questioned.

Hiccup was hesitant, but felt no harm in telling this woman who he was looking for. He sighed. "A woman my age, 21. Blonde hair, brilliant blue eyes. A fighter. Astrid Hofferson. She went missing years ago, I've spent all that time trying to find her." He left out the part where she had disappeared with a dragon, hoping to keep the pair as disinterested with her as possible. That didn't stop a flash from appearing in Delphine's eyes. She quickly smiled, trying to cover it up. "Pity. I don't know that name."

Hiccup's heart sunk, but he didn't miss the spark that appeared in her eyes when he mentioned Astrid's name. He held onto the idea that she knew her with all of his might. As quick as a flash, she sliced his lower left arm with her dagger. Suddenly, Hiccup felt himself losing consciousness. Blackness lined his vision, and he was soon seeing the man in front of him who had splashed him with water, in doubles. He heard the woman speak, as if distant.

"Paralysis poison. He'll be out soon. Esbern, kill the dragon after you collect as much information as you can from it. As for our Hiccup here, he is going to Helgen." Her voice slowly faded. He lost his grip on reality after he saw the man draw a sword and run to the opening of the cave. The blackness continued spreading. He was going to die, as was his beloved dragon, and there was nothing he could do. To top it all off, not a Viking knew where in Odin's name he was.


	3. Chapter 3: Judgement

Chapter 3: Judgment

Hiccup slowly gained his consciousness again. He saw trees and blindly heard the voices of men. He feel queasy deep in his stomach and a dizziness that was almost painful in his head. He tilted his head forward, eyes rolling, to see that his hands were once again in binds. This time, thick wool rope wound his hands together in front of him. He looked around, head bobbing. From what he could see, he was in a wagon surrounded by other men, all in the same condition, all with bound hands. The wagon was moving slowly but steadily down a stone path towards the gate of a town. They stared at him.

Still only half awake, he mumbled. "Astrid…my love, please…Astrid," he spoke. He bobbed his head again. The others paled slightly, and stared at him more intently, wondering when he was going to fully wake up. The men had never seen someone like Hiccup; he was thin but incredibly tall for person they considered hardly a man at all. He was nothing of a Nord or Redgaurd. He was somewhat muscular and rugged, and obviously had a lot on his mind.

Hiccup began to see the world clearly, and turned to face the other men. In a groggy tone, he spoke. "Where am I? Who are you?"

"Hey, you. Finally awake?," a large blonde man in armor across from Hiccup started. "You were the one who crossed the border, right? Walked right into that Imperial ambush," he spoke with a civil yet dark tone.

Hiccup had no idea what he meant by Imperials. He had been shot down by what he thought were the Blades. Maybe it was the Imperials? He didn't know. Everything was so confusing. He had come across other tribes in his many travels and found many lands, but nothing like this; nothing with people like this. The memory of the previous night had grown hazy, as all he remembered were the dreams he continued to have about Astrid. That was when something came to him suddenly, hit him in the heart, and ricocheted around in his chest. His Toothless had been killed. He stiffened and fought back the tears and anger. Not trusting his voice, he remained quiet.

He looked down at his clothes. His handcrafted armor was still on him, but dry now, so he knew he had been out for a while. It would take a hell of a long time to dry in a place so bitter cold. Before he could gather his thoughts, the man continued.

"Same as us, and that thief over there," he said in a sharply and in an accusatory manor.

Hiccup turned to his right to view a huge man, with darker features than the blonde one who initially addressed him. He was in rags as opposed to the blonde man's bluish armor, but his hands were bound together in front of him as well. He turned his head to face the man in front of Hiccup.

"Damn you, Stormcloaks. Skyrim was fine until you came along. The empire was nice and lazy. If they hadn't been looking for you, I would have stolen that horse and been half way to Hammerfell," he accused. Suddenly he turned. "You there," he addressed Hiccup.

The Viking was hoping to stay out of this argument, so looked down at the floor of the wagon as the man tried to get his attention. He could feel all of the men's eyes on him, wondering exactly who's side he was on with his dragon-riding armor on display. Obviously, none of them knew that the intent of all the hooks and leather bands were to keep him on a dragon, but his unique outfit captured their attention none the less. Though none were eager to admit it or ask, they were all curious as to how he had lost his foot. His cheeks were burning, feeling their dagger eyes, and on an impulse, looked up into the dark-featured man's face. The man's eyes were desperate and frightened, despite his attempt to pin his capture on the other prisoners. He looked into Hiccup's soul and dug deep in him, hoping he would come to his defense.

"You and me, we shouldn't be here. It's the Stormcloaks the empire wants," he said. He pleaded his side, still wanting to deny that his capture was his own fault.

"We're all brothers and sister in binds now, thief," the blonde man quipped.

Hiccup could see the signs that there was a war going on. The Imperials, the Stormcloaks, the heated anger, it was all there. He had seen this before, when the Vikings raged war on the dragons. He saw the same hateful fire burning in red flames visible both men's eyes. He saw the man's eyes flick to someone to his right Hiccup hadn't noticed before, and it scared the shit out of him.

He was sitting next to a woman, just not a human woman. She had peachy olive flesh although covered in filth and dark brown hair that hung to her shoulders. A small braid wound up the loose ends of her hair, and pulled it to the back. She had a small mouth, but full lips. She had a skinny frame but large breasts, and something about her fascinated Hiccup. It wasn't her looks at first, but her eyes. The woman had flaming red eyes, slanted upward in the most alluring way, and it felt as though he was staring at the devil. They were dark and deep, filled with hate and burning with fury. She had long ears that came to a point above the hair that was tucked behind them. She was staring at the floor of the wagon, pretending to be oblivious to the stares she was getting from the Viking. She ignored him, and turned her gaze to the forest and slightly to the right, so the boy could no longer study her eyes. She was in no place to be judged or stared at for being Bosmer, it was just something she couldn't take anymore. The young elf knew she was the center of attention as far as being made fun of in this land ruled by Nords. She was a minority, and this weirdo staring into her soul was no different from all of the others she'd come across in her travels. She clenched her fists in the binds and gritted her teeth, hoping everyone would take the hint and leave her alone.

Hiccup took a sharp breath inward the second she moved. It was instinct, as it usually meant a punch from Astrid, or his father, but that wasn't the thing on his mind. Besides, her hands were bound, something he had to admit, at times, he liked. Astrid had never been one to be tied up, especially by a man. She hated voluntarily giving up her power, and not being the toughest one in the room. Hiccup never had a problem with it. Her individuality made him love her even more, but it wasn't until he saw the woman next to him that he began to doubt Astrid's perfection. He was frightened that he was beginning to find things wrong with his memories of her. Everything had been so perfect, and he knew his love was eternal. That was why he was sitting in a prison wagon rolling to his doom. Right?

He knew she could feel his gaze, but he could not tear his eyes away from her. She was absolutely beautiful; stunning in her own way. When he could no longer see her eyes, he studied her other aspects, eyes involuntarily taking in her figure with hunger. It had been years since he had been so amazed by a girl; it had been so long since he felt that blood rushing sensation. He stared at her a moment longer, before he forced his eyes shut and turned reluctantly away. Memories of Astrid flashed into his mind, and it was a relief to see the familiar angelic face looking down at him, smiling, and bouncing candle light off of her flawless skin. He thought about the first time she spent the night with him. She had snuck in his bedroom window, much to his surprise, and instantly snuggled into his bed as if she lived there with him. Every second of that night was absolute perfection and he wouldn't change a second. He tried to remember the feel of her warm skin on his as he fought back the biting winds of this strange and unknown land. He thought about it every day, hoping her would never forget, and thus far, he hadn't missed even one detail. He recalled the way she laughed, told him she loved her, and the strange warm feeling he got from seeing her icy blue eyes drill into his. Suddenly, his memory was altered and her eyes changed from a calm blue to a fiery red filled with passion, and the color already seemed more than familiar to him. Quickly, he opened his eyes with a quiet gasp, trying to fill his eyes with reality to escape his own memories. He took a calming breath as he leaned back in his uncomfortable seat on the wagon bench, still attempting to avoid being included in the argument. He ignored the man completely, buried in his own fears without a voice to say anything otherwise. He suddenly felt the urge to run away. From everything.
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Chapter 4: Cora and a Town Called Helgen

Cora felt herself relax the second the young boy had turned his eyes away. She could feel them linger, and could almost hear the words in his head telling him that she was a freak. An outcast. Worthless. Again, she closed her eyes before she could see his face.

It had been 4 years since her father had been killed, when she was 17. They were out in the woods of Valenwood, finding the perfect place for target practice. She had remembered being so happy she was finally being allowed to accompany her father on a hunting trip. He had been a master with a bow, and promised to take her hunting as soon as she became proficient as well. From then on, she was determined. She would wake up before everyone else just to practice. She spent years shooting nothing but trees and make shift targets. From the time she could hold a bow, she was firing arrows, and her father had never been more proud of his daughter. They were close, would tell each other everything, and he always defended her when her mother decided to use her as a punching bag. He was her everything.

She had known the area they were traveling in well. She had grown up under the walking trees, and it was her home. She followed close behind her father, enjoying the feel of free running through the woods with her bow slung on her back. Her breath came quickly and she felt her heart racing to keep up with her father. With all of her life she wished she was just a little bit faster in that moment, or had hugged her father at that moment. Before Cora could think, the sickening sound of metal and wood hitting flesh filled her ears. An arrow had come out of the forest and hit her father in the chest. He was thrown backwards, and all she remembered was her screams, her blinding tears, and the disappearance of a man in the bushes. As she held her father's head in her lap as he took his last few breaths, a man dressed in red and black was gone. From that moment on, Cora felt the drive to avenge her father's death, and take down the man who had the soullessness to murder him in cold blood in front of his daughter, with no questions asked.

She felt her stomach lurch as the wagon went over another bump in the stone road. By the divines, she hated Skyrim. Only when Valenwood reminded her of her father so much to where she ached everywhere, and when her mother had just become too much, had she left the region. She traveled far north, through Cyrodil and into the province of ice-cold Skyrim. She had hoped that there she would discover what the significance of the colors red and black in the context of her father's murder. She had been caught lock picking her way into a room in Dragons Reach, in Whiterun, trying to uncover more information as to why her father was executed. All she had learned was that a man traveled all the way from Skyrim to kill him, and she was determined to find out why. She had had her run with the law, but this time, she was sure it would end her. She always ended up in prison, and she was used to it, but never on a three hour wagon ride to an unknown destination. She sighed and turned her head slightly.

Her eyes drifted to the Viking sitting to her left. His head was leaned back against the wagon's edge and his eyes were closed, deep in thought. His hands fell limply in front of him in binds, his weak wrists reddening in response to the rope. His long legs were stretched out straight in front of him, and she couldn't help but wonder why one of his feet were replaced by curved metal, wondering about the same thing as the other men. Burying her curiosity, she snarled. He had just took her in as others always had; like an outcast.

Something, however, kept her from turning away. Her eyes drifted up his thin legs, to his flat stomach, his toned chest, finally landing on his face. His body still had hints of boyhood, but his face was that of a man. He had a roundish face but with a hard square jaw. His nose was perfectly shaped, at least to her, and his eye brows were thick and furrowed together. Chestnut stubble lined his chin and went up the side of his face, further proving he was far from young. His hair was unkempt, but still gorgeous, as it hung over his eyes in straight but full locks in the most handsome dark brown color. After his looks had captivated her, urging her to more openly stare, she noticed something she hadn't before. He was pale and almost green, and purple bags lined his eyes as if he hadn't slept well in days. He seemed to have a lot on his mind, and was obviously in some sort of pain, be it physical or emotional. Her heart hung heavy in her chest for this man whose name she didn't even know. She resisted the urge to caress his face and bring light back into his cheeks. She began hoping he was staring out of captivation, and not out of discrimination. Blood pushed hot in her veins at the thought, fighting the cold that surrounded her. Her head fizzled, making her see colors and lights. This man was making her dizzy, and she had never felt that before.

She had had a crush on a young boy back home. He was her friend. He was someone she wouldn't mind curling up to him by the fire to cry about her father's death, and she swore she was in love with him. He had made her heart sing and made her smile. This was not what she felt for this man. Not at all. Her toes and fingers curled, her cheeks burned in the frost, and her breathing was jagged. She was not one to fall head over heels with one look, yet, here she was, flustered and bothered like she was a teenager.

The man's eyes flew open, and she took a split second to admire his bright emerald irises before forcing her eyes back onto the ground so he couldn't catch her staring but suddenly, something registered. She took a small glance back at his armor and noticed something she hadn't before. His chest plate was black, but his shin guards and bracers were a dark crimson red. Her eyes widened. She resisted the urge to tackle him to the ground right there and risk get herself in even more trouble, but it was a fight. Hiccup glanced in her direction, and this time, she wasn't afraid to meet his gaze. His green eyes stared into hers, but the fiery hate in hers overcame their cool color and soon burned the Viking from the inside out. His cheeks sizzled as her eyes continued to hold his gaze, packed with pent up anger, betrayal, love, and fury. She clenched her fists until her knuckles were ghostly white and her mouth hardened into a firm line, murder in her eyes. Hiccup's mouth began to open as if to say something to calm her nerves, but was cut off as they reached a wooden gate.

"General Tullius, Sir! The headsman is waiting, let's get this over with!" shouted a guard. He was controlling the wagon lead by horses, leading to the prisoner's doom.

Cora turned to her right. She had recognized the man next to her as Ulfric Stormcloak, the Jarl of Windhelm and the leader of the rebellion. She knew that wherever she was, someone was going to make an attempt on her life. She smirked devilishly. She was used to people trying to kill her. She didn't panic, and it was nothing new.

She had never been one for wars; they always seemed silly and useless. Everyone wants political points, and pay no attention the men laying down their lives on the battle field to earn them. Even though she had no formal opinion on the war, she thought it stupid to rain fire down on a peaceful empire, but then again, no one gave a native of Valenwood a second thought. She felt the Jarl staring at her, gagged and tied on the back of the wagon. Oh, what men could do to each other.

Hiccup heard the dark haired man to the left of the blonde praying to different Gods to help save his life. He was obviously panicking and in no mood to die. He wasn't either, yet he came to realize he had nothing much left to live for. Odin could not rip anything else away from him, so the last thing he was going to do was pray. He held onto his memories, for it was probably the last time he could ponder over them. His memories made this broken man whole, and even he knew he was a shadow. His past was all he had left.

They rolled into a small town that reminded him of Berk. It had smaller buildings with less wooden dragon heads everywhere, but with the same general style. He vaguely heard the blonde man talking about the town, but he was too busy taking in the sights, knowing it would be the last thing he would see. He heard him mention something about elves, and the woman next to him tightened against her bindings. Her entire body tensed, and out of his peripheral vision he saw her shoot the man with the daggers in her eyes.

The town had a combination of wooden and stone buildings, surrounded on all sides by snow covered mountains. Clouds hung low, and in some places covered the peaks of the jagged rock. Sparse evergreen trees lined the hillside and reminded Hiccup of home. He would miss it on Berk, and more than anything he was hoping his father wouldn't take it too hard.

They continued rolling on the road in silence before the blonde man spoke up again. "This is Helgen. I used to be sweet on a girl from here," he spoke in a depressed tone. His eyes briefly darted to Hiccup, as if he could see the love he carried spewing out of his skin. Almost before Hiccup could register his gaze, he turned away. "I wonder if Vilad is still making that mead with Juniper berries mixed in." He scoffed. "Funny. When I was a boy, Imperial walls and towers used to make me feel so safe." He quickly silenced, obviously lost in thought about his past. That seemed to be what all the prisoners were doing.

They continued to roll in silence as civilians ushered their kids inside their house to safety, despite their naive desire to watch the Imperial soldiers. They stared at Hiccup and the elf next to him; the odd ones in the back of the wagon and took one more curious glace before they were physically pushed indoors. The adults never looked back at the doomed individuals.

The wagon lurched to a stop. Hiccup took in the large stone tower in front of him, flanked on both sides by black flags with the red crude outline of a dragon on it. He saw a large hooded man standing by a bloodied chopping block carrying a large ax, viewing the group with speculation. The Viking swallowed hard. Death was literally staring him in the face. The dark man began to panic again.

"Why are we stopping?" he said in a rushed tone.

The blonde man replied to him calmly but sorrowfully. "Why do you think? End of the line."


	5. Chapter 5: Staring Death in the Face

The wagon slowly came to a stop and Hiccup immediately tensed. It had sunk in on the ride here knowing that Delphine had sent him to his death, and that he was to be executed, only now did he really let it sink in that he was going to be killed. The hairs on his head stood on end and he felt his stomach lurch up and rise into his throat. He held back vomiting in the wagon as the blonde man looked at him with hallow eyes and spoke.

"Let's go; shouldn't keep the guards waiting for us." He spoke in such a dark but stable tone and Hiccup wondered if this man had a human soul at all. Judging by the man's simple armor, he guessed he was a soldier. He had never been a solider, so he was never able to build up a resilience to fear. He had battled and defeated the Red Death, but he was so afraid of dying when he was younger. Not so much now, speaking that he had nothing left to live for in his life, but it still made him shake. No human should enjoy walking to their own demise, but this man seemed to talk about his death in the same tone he would order a drink. The bravery in which this man faced his death was admirable. He wished he was more like him, but at the same time, he wanted to keep his humanity intact and his head on his shoulders.

The elf next to him barely twitched when the wagon stopped, but he could tell her body was acutely aware to the situation. She knew, just like Hiccup did, that she was face-to-face with her own death. She slowly stood up to exit the wagon, head held high. She was not going to be a coward in her last moments of life. Even though her natural instincts told her to be afraid, she fought it, knowing her father was watching her every move. The last thing she wanted was to feel that she was scared to visit him in the plains of Oblivion.

Hiccup stood up, trying to remain balanced. His head was spinning, and it didn't help that he had a piece of metal as a left foot, but somehow he kept up the strength to keep stable. He began to walk towards the back of the wagon when he heard the dark man again. "No! We're not rebels!"

Again, the blonde man in blue responded from behind Hiccup. "Face your death with some courage, thief."

It was enough for Hiccup to eat his pleas for freedom. The man was so cold, so dark, and so focused on an honorable death. He didn't want the man judging him a coward as well, so he kept his mouth shut. His mind ran on endlessly, hoping that Toothless was alive and looking for him, regretting that he had never found Astrid, and wondering just how many more breaths he would get on Earth.

The man continued, oblivious to the blonde man's comment. "You got to tell them. We weren't with you. This is a mistake!"

Hiccup almost rolled his eyes. He was afraid but this man was pathetic. He was more than willing to trade his balls for his life, something none of the other prisoners were willing to do. They were scared to their core and their heads were spinning with horror, but none of them wanted to admit it. Hiccup eyed the woman getting out of the wagon in front of him who seemed to be in a better state than him. Her figure was absolutely beautiful, but he so greatly admired her courage and strength to face her death better than any man. She stepped gracefully down and away from the carriage

Standing towards the back end of the wagon and finally jumping to the hard ground with a sway, Hiccup saw a woman dressed in brilliant silver armor. Her chest plate was a polished chrome with attached metal shoulder plates. Her bracers were metal as well, bound to her arm by leather. Her skirt was plated with a combination of silver plates, leather pieces, and red fabric. Her heavy metal boots guarded her shins and feet, as a large metal sword with an intricate handle was strapped to her waist. A shining helmet was formed to her head with metal curves gently framing her face. She had a stern look on her face, as if she saw the death of hundreds.

Her eyes were soulless, digging into the prisoners as if they were nothing more than pieces of meat at the butcher. A man stood to her left with similar armor, only with no metal plating. He wore simple leather and red fabric armor and carried a book and a quill. It was obvious to Hiccup who was in charge.

"Step towards the block when we call your name. One at a time!" Her voice bellowed in the empty streets. She was not one to be trifled with, or questioned.

The blonde man hopped out of the wagon behind Hiccup. "The empire loves their damn lists," he quipped, almost to himself. He had disapproval in his voice, almost as if he challenge the empire's entire way of life and doing things.

The man looked down at the ledger in his hand and began reading off names. "Ulfric Stormcloak, Jarl of Windhelm."

The large man who was gagged and the first one out of the wagon stepped away from the line and towards the soldiers gathering by the chopping block.

"It has been an honor serving you, Jarl," the blonde man said. In the entire wagon ride, this was the first time Hiccup had heard the man with sorrow dripping in his voice. He was saddened by the death of his leader, but not for the loss of his own life. Hiccup thought it incredibly selfless and courageous, and he felt more of a coward for being afraid.

He thought of Astrid again in his mind. Relief flushed through him when he thought of her face and her smile. He was about to be killed trying to find her, and he tried to convince himself that he was dying a hero to honor the woman that he loved. He might even see her in Valhalla, if worst came to worst. He smiled slightly to himself. Even though part of him still wished she was alive, he didn't want to be alone in his afterlife. He knew his mother would be there to comfort him, making him somewhat comfortable in his eminent demise. He closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the faces of the people he loved.

The bookkeeper's voice cut off his thoughts. "Ralof of Riverwood," he spoke.

The blonde man from behind Hiccup stepped forward with no falter in his step. Shooting one last look at his enemy, he walked to join his leader in line for execution.

The man continued, unfazed by the hate directed towards him by the doomed soldier. "Lokir of Rorikstead." After reading the name, he looked up into the eyes of a panicking man.

He quickly tried to defend himself in a final plea for help. "No! I'm not a rebel! You can't do this!" Without another word, he bolted past the commander and up the stone road, hoping to escape. He had found no other way out, so decided to risk it.

"Halt!" The commander yelled, all the while standing her ground.

"You're not going to kill me!" The thief yelled without turning around. He seemed so sure of his escape.

"Archers!" she yelled.

A man nocked an arrow and quickly let it fly straight into the man's back with no remorse. With a painful groan, he fell to the ground. His speed made him tumble forward in the most grotesque way, limbs sprawling, and blood seeping from his wound. In response, the man simply lowered his bow and continued to stand at attention.

Cora gritted her teeth. Even though the man had it coming, it reminded her too much of her father's death for her liking. She took a deep breath, hoping to keep her tears inside of her eyes and the gurgling of blood in her father's mouth out of her ears. She looked away from the dead man, lying on the ground and looked behind her for a quick look at the man with one foot.

He was visibly paler with a hint of horror in his eyes. She saw him place a palm against his stomach in his binds, probably to keep his last meal in him. His face proved that he had never been so close to a murder. She felt bad for the man; so innocent in this world of corruption, pain, and hate.

At the same time, she smirked. She prided herself on being stronger than a man, any man. She was never one for being a house wife. She wanted adventure, thrill, and weaponry. Her father had always supported her while her mother shot her down, wanting a proper lady in the house. It was possibly the thing that tore them apart. She was not going to pretend to be something he wasn't for anyone, not even her own mother. It was her life and her path to choose. Her mother had told Cora when she left Valenwood that she could not handle the rest of the world. Even though she was about to be executed and in ropes, she had more strength to handle a murder than the man standing behind her.

The commander turned to the group again, putting the dead man behind her. "Anyone else feel like running?"

The question was supposed to induce fear and be rhetorical, but it wasn't getting to Cora. The Viking, maybe, but not the woman determined to live like a man.

Suddenly, the man with the book looked at the two and spoke up. "Wait. You two. Step forward."

Reluctantly, the elf stepped forward, followed closely by the Viking. Hiccup put the woman between the captain and himself, peering over her shoulder to look. The man checked the book once more, then seemed confused. "Who," he paused, "are you?"

Cora, who was previously staring at the ground, looked up to flash the man with her blood red eyes. He took one step back in response. She also pushed back her hair to expose her pointed ears, keeping eye contact with the man. This display was obviously her answer and she stared at the dumb-witted man to await his response. "Well," he started, "You are a long way from Valenwood. What are you doing in Skyrim?"

She looked at him and forced a false smile. "Petty thieving." She cocked her head and broadened her smile. All the while, her eyes sliced the man to pieces. He cleared his throat and stared back at his book.

Hiccup had only heard her speak two words, yet was completely obsessed with the sultry sound of her voice. The sound was smooth, but rode on a tone of nails, making her that much sexier. She had the voice of an angel but used it in such a way that it put her enemies in line. She was so unbelievable strong, but Hiccup knew that inside, she was struggling to maintain composure.

The man turned towards Hiccup, peaking over the shoulder of the intimidating woman. Hiccup stood up straighter as the man eyed him with curiosity. "And you?"

Hiccup had no idea where to start or what story these people would most favor. "My name is Hiccup Horrendous Haddok the Third, heir to the tribe of Hairy Hooligans on the northern island of Berk. I was captured as I was entering this province. Skyrim, as you called it."

Cora giggled. Hiccup with the stupidest name she'd ever heard in her life. All of these sexy names she'd heard; Talas, Lias, Cogan, hell, even Sven, and the most gorgeous man she's ever seen is named after an involuntary contraction of the diaphragm.

Hiccup ignored the remarks, as he was used to doing, and continued with his story. "Someone captured me and questioned me before sending me here, I guess."

He was so shy and unsure of himself that Cora almost felt bad for him. He could hear him trying to be strong, but he was a bad liar and bad at hiding his pain, which was strange for a man next in line to rule. How could a man like him possibly lead anyone?

Somehow, his hesitance made him even more attractive. She rolled her eyes and sighed deeply. She was about to die and was eying up another prisoners? She should be ashamed. Love always needed to make sense to her, and this didn't.

The man with the book didn't hear one word of his story, not that he cared. Asking for his story was purely formality. He turned it over to the commander like it was not his problem. "Captain," he addressed her, "What should we do? They're not on the list."

The eyes of the two prisoners drifted miserably to the captain who met their gaze with a stare that consumed their souls and fed them to the devil.

"Forget the list. They go to the block," she replied.

"By your orders, Captain," he replied. "I'm sorry. We'll make sure your remains are returned to Valenwood, and Berk." He was genuine in his response, but it sadly seemed routine. "Follow the captain, prisoner."

Both of their hearts sank. The elf turned backwards with a sorrowful face, meant only for the eyes of the Viking behind her who would be sure to understand her look. He met her desperate eyes and pleaded. She dropped her gaze in defeat, but raised her head again, took a deep breath and followed the captain towards the block. Hiccup slunk miserably behind her, feeling the eyes of the two officers as he walked.

As they walked closer to the block, a man with similar armor to the woman came into view. His plating was gold, and he lacked a helmet. Something about him made every person know there that he was the man who called all of the shots. He glanced briefly at the approaching prisoners before focusing his attention back to Ulfric Stormcloak, hands still roped together with a gag in his mouth.

"Ulfric Stomcloak," the man began. He had a shallow voice, but seemed satisfied with this capture, almost like he had been waiting forever to finally have this man in binds. "Some here in Helgen call you a hero, but a hero doesn't use a power like the Voice to murder his king and usurp his throne." The general paused as if for dramatic effect and to gather his thoughts. His motives were purely political, but a hint of emotion began to rise into his throat. "You started this war; plunged Skyrim into chaos, and now the empire is going to put you down, and restore the peace!"

Cora seemed to know exactly who he was, but ignorant Hiccup took careful mental notes on the situation. This was beginning to make more and more sense.

Suddenly there was a bellowing sound that pierced through the air. All of the men, prisoners and generals alike, looked into the air with both fear and confusion in their eyes. Even Cora angled her head skyward, squinting her eyes against the sun. She listened hard and tried to remember the noise. Even though everyone was too afraid to admit it, it had sounded like a dragon.

Hiccup froze, and his eyes widened. His heart rose up into his throat and he felt it pounding with renewed vigor. He knew that screech. He knew that sound almost as well as he knew the back of his own hand. As the crowd murmured in curiosity, the Viking smiled slightly to himself. That meant his best friend was still alive, and looking for him.


	6. Chapter 6: Dragon Attack

"What was that?" a prisoner from behind Hiccup asked.

Everyone lowered their heads and looked at the general, hoping to hear some kind of explanation for the ear-shattering sound. Even Cora was interested in his response.

Hiccup boiled deep inside. He was conflicted, knowing that Toothless would surely be killed if he showed himself, but he wanted to be saved Again.

The general crossed his arms and spoke up. "It's nothing." He seemed hesitant and worried himself, as he should be. Toothless was a tame dragon, but he was not afraid to take lives to keep Hiccup safe. "Carry on."

With one last look and scowl at the gagged Jarl, he put his back to him. As the man turned away and walked towards the stone tower past the woman captain, she saluted him. "Yes, General Tullius!" She turned to face a woman who was dressed in yellowish robes near the bloodied chopping block. "Give them their last rights," she snarled. She spoke in a tone to reveal that she didn't want these prisoners to have any sort of last religious rights. To her, it must have also been routine.

Closing her eyes, the woman raised her arms above her head, tilting her head into the sky as she began to chant. "As we commend your souls to Aetherius," she began, "blessings of the eight divines upon you-" She was suddenly cut short by a prisoner behind Cora.

"For the love of Talos, shut up, and let's get this over with," he hissed.

Hiccup tensed his shoulders in response to the man's evil voice. He tightened his jaw, praying that Toothless save him soon. He was banking on the preaching of this woman to buy him some time, but this man was not too keen on letting them live a moment longer.

As expected, Cora didn't twitch. Either she genuinely did not care that she was about to die, or was a master at hiding it. It seemed as though someone was breathing down her neck, telling her not to be afraid. Hiccup wished Astrid were here to tell him that, because he was starting to shake.

The man stepped forward, obviously not wanting to draw out his death any further than it needed to be. He bravely approached the block and stared at the woman. He wore the same bluish armor as the blonde man in the wagon with Hiccup and was just a strongly built. He knew he was a soldier, so he connected as to why he was acting so brave. He didn't want to seem a coward in front of his leader.

Seeming offended, the woman lowered her arms and stared at the man a moment before saying a simple "As you wish," with a tone that could put down a horse.

Hiccup held his breath. Was he about to see a man decapitated? He took a quick glance at the dead man on the road, knowing that his death was much less bloody. He had almost lost it there, so he knew full well he could not manage this. He decided he would close his eyes.

He took a quick glance at Cora, who was standing to his right. She was a few inches taller than him, making her about 6 foot. She scowled down at the man by the block and squinted her eyes. He chose to look away, but she had chosen to pay close attention.

The man stood there for a moment longer, staring at the blood on the block. "Come on! I haven't got all morning!" he yelled. The religious woman walked away from the doomed man without taking a second look. The captain approached him and laid a tender hand on his back. Hiccup tilted his head. It was so out of character for her to be gentle.

With sadness in her eyes, she looked to the headsman and nodded before pushing the solider to his knees. It seemed as though no matter how much death she saw, it never got any easier for her to manage. At least Hiccup now knew she had humanity.

She put her big heavy boot into his back, forcing his head and neck onto the block, ready for the headsman's axe. His head was turned towards the huge man and, with his last words, he spoke. "My ancestors are smiling at me, Imperials," he said, but the man was already raising his axe. "Can you say the same?" He was far from desperate, and wanted his last moments to be taunting the enemy.

As the man raised the ax over his shoulder at it began to come down, Hiccup close his eyes and turned his head away. He heard the most stomach-curling sound of the ax lopping off the head of the soldier. A gasp went through the crowd. It sounded like a butcher's knife cutting through meat and bone, but knowing it was a man's neck was too much for the young Viking.

He fell to his knees and began coughing and dry heaving; tears beginning to form in his eyes. By Odin, what did he do to deserve this? He tightened his eyes shut, feeling the burning of bile in his throat, gasping for air.

"Stand up," spoke an angelic voice. The tone was soft, unhurried, and fit for a goddess. Hiccup opened his eyes, blurred from water. He turned his head to find himself staring into the elf's red eyes again. Her eyes bored into his, but contained a spark that suddenly had the Viking rising to his feet. When he stood straight again, she gave him a shy smile before turning away and back towards the block.

He felt his face flush and grow hot, and could see the hints of red in her face as well. She closed her eyes for a moment, then looked straight forward again, eyes lacking a spark once more and face ridded of red.

Hiccup broke his stare and looked back forward to see the man's bloodied head in a small wooden basket, and his headless body being rolled off the block, neck stump spewing blood like a river. The headsman was lowering his ax. He felt vomit rise in his throat again, but held it back by thinking of Astrid's face. His mind began thinking of Cora, but he didn't fight it, as it helped him from being sick.

"You Imperial bastards!" a woman yelled. She too had on blue armor and was in binds, waiting her turn to be killed.

"Justice!" a townsperson yelled in triumph.

Another woman responded with "Death to the Stormcloaks!"

The blonde man, Ralof, spoke up from next to Cora as he hung his head. "As fearless in death as he was in life." Hiccup thought the man may be crying, his voice was so shaky and saddened.

The captain cried out, heartless once more. "Next, the elf from Valenwood!"

Hiccup's heart jumped into his throat. Not Cora, anything but this. He felt the urge to rescue her from death, but he knew there was nothing he could do to save his angel.

Before anyone could response or usher her to the block, the scream of Toothless broke out across the land again, echoing in the mountains, this time, much closer. The people around the execution looked up again, just as dumbfounded. Hiccup looked up too, attempting a confused look to blend him into the crowd. His Night Fury seemed desperate and in fear, something he knew no one else could tell. It was a cry of distress, of anger, and of love.

_Hiccup, where are you…_

"There it is again. Did you hear that?" the bookkeeper said. He seemed concerned and almost fearful, something Hiccup never thought he'd hear out of this monotone man. His tone suggested he didn't want to be alone. He didn't want to be the only one hearing these horrible cries.

After a brief moment, the captain gave orders again. "I said: next prisoner." She was much more stern, making all of the men around her quake. She was not one to be messed with, or her orders ignored because of a bizarre shout.

The same man who held the ledger as asked for their stories stood at the head of the block. Hiccup had heard him ask about the dragon briefly, but the rest hadn't even noticed he was there; they were so focused on the execution itself. "To the block prisoner, nice and easy," he said, his voice almost cooing.

Hiccup saw Cora inhale deeply, then began her walk to her death, head held high. He was choking back tears, watching her give up so easily. He wished she would try and fight, and run away with him. With a few more steps, she was there. She glared at the captain when she tried to place her hand on her back, so she pulled her hand away, allowing the elf to willingly get to her knees. Her eyes were dulling as she put her neck in line with the headman's ax.

Hiccup couldn't watch, and began frantically looking for his dragon. There was no hope. The man was raising his ax. Cora was going to die. Tears spilled down the Viking's face. He had never felt so helpless.

Suddenly Toothless boomed again and Hiccup caught sight of him running down the side of the mountain towards the execution. He continued his howling as he ran through the city, jumping over rooftops and closing distance between him and his master.

"What in Oblivion is THAT?" an imperial solider yelled.

Hiccup stared back at the headsman who was still raising his ax. Everything was happening too fast.

"Sentries! What do you see?" the captain replied rather calmly.

Before anyone could answer her, Toothless jumped onto the short stone tower, teeth bared and eyes scanning the crowd.

"Dragon!" a woman yelled.

Hiccup heard the drawing of swords. It was time to move.

Before he could reach Cora, Toothless began shooting fireballs into the crowd, knocking many of the men to their feet and blowing up buildings in the town. Hiccup tripped and fell to the ground in the mayhem as archers began firing arrows.

Hiccup raised his hands above his head. "No! Stop! He won't hurt you!" Even though he was screaming at the top of his lungs, no one heard him. Deciding that his dragon could fight for himself, he stumbled his way to Cora, someone who needed him right then. She was getting up slowly, wobbling from being so close to the Night Fury's blasts.

He wrapped his arms around her possessively as another fireball collided with stone, shielding her from the spraying rubble. She fell into his arms as the shock wave from the blast hit the two. Looking up, he saw Toothless hop down from the tower and start scanning the ground for Hiccup.

"Over here, bud!" He yelled, still cradling Cora.

He looked down to meet her gaze as she lay helplessly in his arms. "Hiccup," she spoke, almost as if she was about to fall asleep. Her eyes started rolling as she struggled to keep awake.

"Don't worry, it'll all be ok," he said. He really hoped he was right.

"This way!" he heard Ralof yell. He was ushering for Hiccup to follow him into a standing stone tower. Shielding himself and Cora from falling debris and dragging her along next to him, he met the man in the doorway.

"Ralof, we're going to run south, let the dragon have its way with the town," he bluffed. "We will make our way out in the chaos, save yourself and don't worry about us."

The man gave him a strange look. "I hope you know what you're doing, young man. Take care of the wood elf girl. She has eyes for you. I have a sister, Gerdur, in Riverwood; owns a mill. If you need supplies, meet me there. Talos be with you." Without another look, he ran with his leader, Ulfric, up the stairs of the building. They were discussing something about legends, but that was all Hiccup managed to catch.

With the man gone and Cora now standing by herself, he turned back towards the burning village. Flames erupted from buildings surrounding the execution block, people were screaming and running through the streets praying for mercy, and his dragon bounded mercilessly to find him. He felt Cora's gaze, then turned to address her.

"You idiot," she began. "Why not save your skin and go with Ralof?" Her eyes continued their digging.

He signed. "I'll explain later, but you are welcome to follow him. I will be traveling to Riverwood for supplies."

She briefly looked back through the doorway before turning back. "I will go with you," she said, and smiled lightly.

Hiccup almost forgot about the yelling and the crumbling of burning buildings with just her smile. He stared at her, hoping to never forget the look on her face. Suddenly, Toothless was galloping down the road straight toward the Viking. They made eye contact, and Hiccup knew he was going to have one chance to escape. He quickly turned back to Cora.

"You sure you want to come with me?" he said, rushing to get her response.

Without hesitation, she answered. "Yes."

"Alright then. Follow me." He stepped away from the tower and into the open street.

Her back was to Toothless, but when she turned to see the dragon racing towards her, she screamed before defensively standing her ground. Hiccup raised his hands above his head directly in the path of the dragon. Cora thought he was surrendering, not knowing what was coming next. Her eyes darted back to the dragon, still running at full speed.

The dragon raced up to the Viking, and without breaking a stride, reared up, and slashed the bindings off Hiccup's hands with his right paw. The second he was released, Hiccup grabbed the leather saddle on the dragon and slung himself onto his back, grabbing the elf with his free hand and hauling her onto the dragon as well. He used to momentum of the moving animal to pull himself and Cora forward into place.

She fought as first, then clung to Hiccup with her legs as the dragon gained speed and raced further down the street and into the incoming soldiers. She saw him click his left foot into a pedal on the side of the smooth black dragon. Sensing this contact, the dragon lurched up into the air and over the soldiers.

Hiccup leaned forward to grab the front of the saddle as Toothless began to flap his massive wings and gain altitude over Helgen, just missing the soldier's swinging swords. They jumped up to try and slash at his underbelly, but Toothless was too quick.

Cora felt her entire body become weightless, then smack hard into the back of the dragon. Looking back, she saw the shrinking people and the burning town, all of them wondering what the hell had just happened.

She turned around slowly to look forward into the back of her savior's head. She clenched her legs tighter around his waist as they began to gain more altitude. She took a few deep breaths in the frigid air, hoping to rid her body of some adrenaline. Little did the people of Helgen know, she was wondering the same exact thing.


	7. Chapter 7: Flight

**Hey guys! New chapter, hope you enjoy, be sure to read and leave a review!**

Chapter 7: Flight

Cora sat there a moment longer completely still. She breathed deeply, attempting to make sense of the situation, or hoping that she would wake up from a dream. But every time she closed her eyes, she still opened them to 6,000 feet between her and the ground on the back of a dragon. The wind blew her hair back and away from her eyes, exposing their red irises to the world. It took a few minutes for the adrenaline to drain from their systems; a few minutes that were spent in silence. Hiccup had sliced her binds off with a dagger he had hidden in a small satchel in the saddle, but they had no other contact during the ride so far.

Now in a somewhat stable state of mind, Cora made a horrific realization that had her scooting away from the Viking. He looked back when he felt her thin body move away. She shook her head in disbelief, eyes wide. She tried to remain composed to prove exactly who she was to him, but her fear boiled up and surfaced to her cheeks in hot patches.

"That's why you were at the block," she sputtered. "You're…you're a freaking DRAGON RIDER!"

"Um, hey, wait…" he said with concern in his voice. He turned around to find Cora on the back few inches of the saddle, still attempting to scoot away. He reached behind him with his right hand, hoping she would take it and not fall off the dragon. The last thing he needed was to push his best friend into some crazy dive to catch her.

When she stared at him in further disbelief, he shook off this socially awkward response of his teenage self and his eyes became cold once again. "Fine, but don't fall off. I'm not catching you." He retracted his hand and looked forward. His voice no longer shook or needed comfort. This was the voice of a man who knew what he was doing, and what he wanted. If she didn't know any better, it was the voice of a tortured man missing something dearly. She could only wonder. He had shown a hint of someone new she hadn't seen before in the few hours she'd known him, and kept wondering as to why he kept such a caring response a secret.

He looked back at her one more time before attempting to explain himself. His look was short, lasting no longer than a few seconds, but Cora noticed a change in his eyes. Once filled with fear and innocence at the block, his eyes solidified into something horrible, and the deep green fury smothered the oxygen out of her lungs.

"This, elf, is-" He began in an accusatory tone.

She cut him off. "Cora."

He looked back again, eyes now scanning her like a nuisance. She looked away. He turned back to the nothingness again.

"Cora then. This, is Toothless. He is my best friend. I've been riding him and training him since I was 14. He is a Night Fury, a rare breed from the northern island Berk, where I am the heir to the tribe," he paused, gut twisting in pain as the thought of his next words entered his mind. He hesitated before sighing deeply. "I am looking for the love of my life, a girl my age. Tough, blonde hair, brilliant blue eyes, not one to take any crap from men." His throat became clogged with emotion, but he couldn't help but smile as he relived her repeatedly decking his cousin Snotlout. "Her name is Astrid Hofferson."

He turned to see the elf listening intently, but taking in the sights of flying. She was sitting with her rear end barely on the saddle, looking as if a small breeze was to hit from the wrong direction she would plummet to her death.

He sighed. "Come here," he said.

She met his gaze again. It didn't matter what she felt inside because now the elf was unreadable. Her eyes were hallow caves, red eyes pouring out darkness and misery. To Hiccup, she looked more alive on the block.

She stared at him a moment longer with distrust before coming closer, this time, snuggling against his back and wrapping her arms around his waist. She pushed her breasts between his shoulder blades and splayed her right hand across his firm chest. Whether he was some dangerous dragon tamer or not, he had saved her life, and she was undeniably attracted to him. She enjoyed the feeling of leather under her hands, and prayed that this man hadn't killed her father.

When she had first made the realization that he was wearing black and red leather, she immediately wanted to jam an arrow into his chest, no questions asked. She had killed in the past not just to defend herself, and was surprisingly okay with having the blood on her hands. She'd soon realized that he would have been too young to be the tall brooding man she saw in the forest 4 years ago, and, much to her satisfaction, was able to enjoy him just a little bit more.

She scooted forward more to press her entire body against him, then leaned her head down on his shoulder. He felt so warm and comfortable that she forgot the rest of the world around her, something that she didn't do very often. She closed her eyes to enjoy the moment, head spinning with reason that she kindly ignored. She was screwing with unbelievable danger, and she knew it, but she was kindly hoping that her brain would let it slide. For the moment. She could worry about that later. A smile even managed to twitch on her face.

Hiccup didn't budge, tensing rather than relaxing under her touch. The further they got away from Helgen, the more she just looked like any other woman rather than his saving angel. It had simply been lust, and the fear of being so close to death that had driven his eyes to her. Nothing more. The love of his life was still out there, and he'd be damned if he didn't continue his search.

He cleared his throat, sending Cora out of her daze. She didn't feel so good pressed to him, and he only wanted her there so she wouldn't fall off.

"I just wanted you to hold on for safety reasons. Please…" he paused, trying to pull her seductive hand off of his chest with finger and thumb. "I'd rather…" he trailed off, stumbling over his words like a teenager. Only then did she realize his arms were raised at an awkward angle to avoid contact with her hands. "Um…erm…"

The longer she took to let go, the more flustered he'd became. He didn't expect her to latch on with such sexual intent, trying to remember if he had told her about Astrid, the love of his life and his future wife. He was always so incredibly awkward around people, but more specifically girls. As he grew up, he tried to toss this motive for teasing out the door. Dating the most beautiful girl on Berk raised his self-confidence, and allowed him to become somewhat less of a Haddock-family embarrassment. But now this woman he had known a grand total of 4 hours was clinging to him like an abalone, and he didn't want anything more than to pry her off. She was not Astrid.

She got the hint loud and clear. With more force than possibly necessary, she pulled herself away from his form, finding it harder than she thought. She felt a deep pang in her chest when she saw him relax the second she let go. Her eyes glassed over again, full of hate and full of pain. This was why she always worked alone.

She also felt the dragon relax under her. Little did she know that Toothless had been lightly growling in warning the second he felt Hiccup tense under Cora's touch. The moment the Viking relaxed, the vibrating under her stopped. She had been so lost in his warmth that she forgot where she was and how freaking stupid she was.

She pushed herself back further once again, only holding onto straps in his armor so she could avoid contact with his skin. She was in Skyrim to find her father's killer. He was in Skyrim to find his girlfriend. They both had their reasons that didn't involve each other. She vowed that the second they landed in Riverwood, she would run away and never look ba-

Her thoughts were cut off as Toothless began plunging to the ground. Hiccup leaned forward to decrease his air resistance and keep his eyes on the fast approaching town. She recognized the place as Riverwood, and her heart sank when she knew she would have to walk away from this.

Her heart sank. Her heart SANK? What the hell was she thinking? This is a woman who single-handedly killed and buried 7 bandits in a camp just to see if they had more arrows for her bow. This is a woman who had only been sent to the block after taking 12 imperial soldiers down with her after breaking into a seemingly impenetrable archive. This was a woman who carried herself without a father. This was a woman who didn't need a man. The last thing she needed was this…person…to get to her heart.

Taking no heed to her spinning mind, the three landed with incredibly grace in the trees next to the town. Somehow, the people had missed seeing them, and the dragon could now hide without brining fear to them.

"Nice landing there, bud. That deserves some Icelandic cod, don't you think?" he spoke. He was so kind to his dragon, his voice full of love. Deep inside her, she wondered if he talked to Astrid like that. That thought burned her inside.

It had been a while since he had spoken to his dragon like that. He had become so hollow inside that it took near death to shake him awake in order to realize just how lucky he was to have an eternal best friend like Toothless. His head rang and his ear drums began to freeze in the air, but he petted the dragon's neck with undying love none the less. He needed to start saving Toothless' life more often, so far the dragon was winning two to one.

He unclicked his prosthetic from the dragon, freed his good foot from the right peddle, and hopped onto the ground. After a quick pat on his snout, the Viking turned around and held his hand out to Cora to help her off. She held her head high and smacked his hand away. He looked mildly hurt as she slid off of the dragon and hopped onto the ground. He expected her to stumble from the change in altitude, but she landed on the ground with a soft thud and walked past the Viking to stare out onto the town.

Hiccup looked after her and sighed. He never should have brought her with him and his dragon; it was a mistake. Her eyes just seemed harsh now, rather than the captivating irises he saw on the wagon ride over. Again, he was sure it was death speaking when he found her undeniably attractive. She was still pretty, but not as much as he saw at the block, not to put too fine a point on it. He never realized that she had so many battle scars, and couldn't help but wonder what exactly this prisoner was up to. He could have possibly let a mad serial killer know about him and his dragon. He sighed again, staring down at his left leg that abruptly became wood and metal; an epic battle scar that reminded him both of Toothless' love, but also his dad's idiocy. She would never understand the feeling of being a useless cripple.

Cora scoffed as she heard his exasperated sighs. He was simply her way out of Helgen, nothing more. Same as Hiccup, she was beginning to notice that he looked more ordinary every minute. His eyes no longer seemed so green and his hair was no longer so perfect; sticking up in random places that just made him look like a dork. However, unlike Hiccup, she refused to admit that being so close to death affected her in any way. It had DEFINITELY not made her hot and bothered over this boy who hasn't even filled out into a man quite yet. She had smirked of about the idea of death while she was sitting next to the gagged Jarl, but she couldn't lie to herself; she was scared to pieces with her neck on the block.

She quickly shook this off. She was a woman on a mission, in need of no help, and simply fighting to make her way. She knew in her heart that the Viking was judging her for being who she was. Cora never minded the looks of bewilderment when she stuck an arrow in someone's chest, but despised the ones that studied her ears and eyes. He would never understand the feeling of being different.

So lost in thought, she soon realized that the Viking's eyes were no longer on her. She turned around to find him sitting cross legged next to his dragon now lying beside him, completely wrapped up in a small piece of wrinkled and yellowing paper he had in his hands. He stared at the paper with such naked adoration it was sickening.

One hand laid on the head of his dragon, and the other grasped the picture. Cora soon found herself turning away from the village and back to the Viking, walking up behind him to see the pictures in his grasp. She put her hands on her hips and scowled down at him, Hiccup oblivious to her gaze.

The picture was a detailed charcoal drawing, somewhat smeared but still strikingly recognizable. His eyes hardened even more for every second he spent looking at the picture. The picture was of a woman. It was black and white on the paper but Cora could still tell that this woman was stunningly beautiful. It was just her face, drawn from the shoulders up, and the elf took in her beautifully braided hair that hung off to the side, her studded headband, and the spiked metal armor on her shoulders. But what struck the elf the most was her smile, and her eyes. Even in the old drawing, she could see the twinkle in her eyes and the brightness that was her smile. The Viking just gazed miserably into the drawing.

Cora scowled. He was pathetic. At least she didn't carry around a picture of her father to keep her company while she was rotting in jail. She'd rather harass her cell mate or brush up on her lock picking skills when no one was looking.

"That's Astrid, in case you were wondering," Hiccup sputtered. He hadn't looked up from the drawing and Cora hadn't thought he'd noticed her judging his obsession.

His tone was so cold and dark, and she began to wondering if this man and the boy who awkwardly pushed off her advances was indeed the same person. She took her arms off her hips and crossed them across her chest.

"I wasn't wondering," she quickly defended. She actually was but she would never admit that to him.

Hiccup sighed out of irritation rather than the deep breathy ones he had when thinking about the girl of his dreams. This frustrating woman-thing-whatever the hell she is was mucking everything up. He wanted her gone.

He folded the picture gently on the already worn folds and tucked it into his armor next to his heart before rising to his feet under the gaze of the judgmental elf. Standing up to face her, he felt his back crack and his stomach rumble. Once again, his leg was becoming too short as he continued to grow, even as he entered his 20's. Late starter, he guessed, at a whopping five foot nine. And he hadn't realized just how hungry until just then, and it registered that he hasn't eaten in days. He was used to the hunger, and going long days without food, but this was almost painful.

After quickly giving the elf a threatening once over, the Viking turned towards his dragon to access his flying gear. He needed something to do. Surprisingly, lmost all of the leather and metal parts were intact from the fall and capture, but Hiccup was pulled towards the tail portion of the contraption.

Toothless flopped his head down with a huff, and swung his tail in Hiccup's direction. With one examination, he discovered a small bend in the main metal frame of the tail portion itself, explaining the tugging to the left he felt during the flight. He exhaled audibly.

"Bent frame," he grumbled to himself. He shut his eyes tight in frustration and his stomach grumbled again. He needed food before he could think, and it was getting dark out, so he'd probably need a place to stay. Not to mention find Astrid. And get rid of Cora. Oh, and stop the world from freaking about his dragon attacking a city.

He slapped his hand against his forehead and groaned before adding his other hand to the top of his head and sliding them down in unison, pulling the skin on his face down with it. Toothless growled his disapproval in his rider's negative vibes, and quickly slapped Hiccup in the side of the head with his tail.

Hiccup was a great friend, companion, and rider, despite the past few months, but something about his pessimistic tendencies just drove the Night Fury nuts. He always had to find something wrong with new people, or think that the world will end because of a bent fin. The dragon huffed and rolled his eyes when Hiccup gave him that absolutely Hiccup glare that wasn't at all threatening. Toothless just made him think it was…most times. He had just saved him from decapitation, shouldn't he be a little appreciative?

The Viking grumbled to himself about what a useless reptile Toothless was as he crossed over to dig in the hidden satchel he had put into the side of the saddle. He touched the dagger at his hip to make sure he still had it after freeing Cora from her binds, and removed three small Safire gems from the sack. He stared at them for a moment in his hand. He knew he would have to barter for some food, and he only needed one to forge a wedding ring, right?

Before he could rethink his decision, he shoved them into his pocket. He needed to eat, and so did Toothless. For the first time in a while he was thinking about his needs over finding Astrid, which for him, felt strange…

He pushed the thought out of his mind. "Stay here while I go into town, okay Toothless? I'll get fish for you, just don't go scaring the bageezers out of anyone else." He narrowed his eyes in one last attempt to put his dragon into place. Obviously it wasn't working, because Toothless simply rolled his eyes again and slumped his head back down into the earth, ignoring his rider.

Hiccup turned around expecting to see that muddling elf again, but instead turned to an empty forest. He looked into the town, now basking in the twilight and the other tress, but the elf was nowhere to be seen. Without Cora's fiery eyes staring him down or trying to seduce him, Hiccup could now relax and find a way to Astrid, and home.

**Hmmm...I wonder where this adventure will take the two. Follow for upcoming chapters coming soon!**


	8. Chapter 8:Riverwood

**Hello everyone! I am sorry it has been so long since there was an update, but here is more to my story! This is just to get some stuff out of the way, awesome new stuff to come! Read and review please! I will hurry and write more if I get reviews! :D**

Chapter 8: Riverwood

Cora made one final swing, slashing her fifteenth log directly in half. The two pieces fell off to the side as she put the woodcutter's axe down and whipped sweat from her brow. She needed money.

She still had a few septims hidden in her breast bindings from her savings back home, but it wasn't near enough to buy her some new clothes or what she needed most; a hunting bow. She felt empty without the feel of a bow and a quiver on her back; she hated feeling so defenseless. So, before she bought herself food, she would need one.

She took a deep breath and began collecting the logs that had fallen to the ground. She figured she could get at least 5 septiums per log, and with 30 logs, she could have enough for that bow. She piled the wood into a large wool blanket, gathered the corners, and slung the sack over her shoulder.

She took a steadying breath as her mind unfortunately began thinking about Hiccup. There was something about that man that just left her perplexed. She felt this urge to pour her heart out to him and had the miserable feeling that he might actually listen, but more than anything, she felt the need to prove her strength to him. Well, she wouldn't have to think about him anymore. She was going to see this wood, get something to eat, get herself a bow, and head off in the morning. She was going to take a straight B-line to Whiterun. She was onto something there.

Quickly crossing in front of the mill and across the street, the elf slipped into the trader.
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Hiccup walked down the stone rode into the town, looking around and taking in the sights. He had been so many different places in his travels, but something about this place just captured his utmost attention. Something about this place gave him the most hope, and he strangely found himself smiling. The setting sun had just dipped behind the horizon, and he needed to find a place to stay. He had changed out of his leather flying gear and put on his familiar bearskin vest atop a plain green long-sleeved shirt. He looked like he was 14 again, but it was what he had that didn't make him look like a crazy.

Heads turned every time his metal foot came in sharp contact with the cobblestone road, and he felt more and more self-conscious with every disapproving glare he received. His leg was the only thing that broke the silence in the otherwise peaceful town. He tugged his shoulders up closer to his ears as an old woman stared down at him from her porch with a curious but overall hateful glance.

Step. _Clank._ Step. _Clank._

The blacksmith to the Viking's left looked up from the hides he was tanning. He stared at Hiccup with hollow eyes, running his gaze down the boy's scrawny figure with his stare resting on his prosthetic. He gave the boy one more glance and shook his head before returning again to his leather.

Step. _Clank._ Step. _Clank._

Hiccup soon felt eyes on him from all angles, and decided that now would be the best time to duck into the small building where the sign "Riverwood Trader" hung. He quickly rushed in and slammed the door behind him before breathing a sigh of relief.

He looked up to see the face of a woman seated by a fireplace looking angry and frustrated; almost flustered. A man stood behind the counter to the right of the small building with his hands pressed firmly into the wood. He looked up when a small bell rang as Hiccup pushed through the door. Instantly, the man righted himself, and laid his hands casually on his desk.

"Greetings, stranger. Come to trade for supplies? We will have everything we need," he spoke in a raspy voice.

Hiccup made his way over to the man, and reached into his vest pocket to pull out two flawless sapphires, placing them on the table. He kept the third and most beautiful safe next to the picture of Astrid. "I need some food for me, kind sir, to last, as well as a large basket of your freshest fish."

"But of course, young man. Right away. I will give you 400 septuims each for those flawless gems. That should be more than enough for food. What can I get you?"

Hiccup ended up spending over 100 pieces of the new currency he had obtained, buying multiple loaves of bread, carrots, leeks, cabbages, dried meats, and an entire basket filled to the brim with gleaming fish. Satisfied with his purchases, he packaged the supplies in a large backpack and made his way out the door to find the blacksmith. He was just about to open the door when he heard the man speak to the woman sitting across the room.

"I heard there was a dragon attack in Helgen," he spoke hastily. This caused Hiccup to freeze mid-step, but the man did not notice and continued. "I just hope someone from here will head to Whiterun to alert the Jarl. We are not safe in this town, defenseless! We need to warn the Jarl," he said.

Instead of causing a scene, Hiccup opened the door, hoping his hands were not shaking, and decided that Whiterun would be his next destination. The last thing he wanted was for people to panic about his wonderful and harmless dragon. Now to get there…

As he opened the door, he almost smashed into the familiar face of Cora. He bumped into her roughly, losing his balance and falling to the side being weighed down by the basket of fish. He quickly looked back up after righting himself, his eyes widening at the sight.

Cora was now dressed head to toe in almost the identical leather armor he had seen on the woman, Delphine, before he was shipped to the executioner. But Cora wore the armor much better, and there were many things that stood out as difference, further proving that the work was custom. She had a fitted armor plate with a large square metal buckle surrounding her waist to connect the chest piece to the plated skirt. She also wore a helmet with a decorative metal design that separated her eyes. On her arms she wore thick leather gauntlets with riveting plating with matching knee-high cuffed boots. A bow and quiver with at least 20 arrows hung on her back, and she had death gleaming in her hellish eyes. However, the blacksmith could not help but ogle at her glorious craftsmanship.

"Hiccup?" She questioned. "What are you still doing in Riverwood?"

The Viking stuttered at first before giving her a clear answer, all the while running a hand through his auburn hair. "Gathering some supplies, and Toothless' tail needs repaired," he answered.

She nodded. "Right. I was just here to purchase some supplies for my friend here, Sven." She nodded behind her.

Hiccup peaked around the elf's form to see a brutish blonde man with high shoulders and a sloping forehead, sharing man characteristics with a caveman, or Snoutlout. The man stared into space with a dumbfounded look on his face before glancing down at the Viking and giving a small but coy smile. His face fell sarcastically. Yup, definitely Snoutlout. He was about to ask how he had even come into the elf's life when she spoke up.

"I helped him out with a little problem he had, and now he is going to help me in Whiterun with a little situation I have. If you would," she said sarcastically, pushing the meek man to the side.

"Wait! I am going to Whiterun too, allow me to accompany you I-" he was cut off by the waving of her hand from inside the trader.

"Meet us in the Inn in an hour, hot shot."

Then the door slammed on the Viking, leaving him confused, and with a lot of crap to carry.


	9. Chapter 9: Leads

**I let my inspiration run rampant, so here it is: Chapter 9! Please enjoy.**

Chapter 9: Leads

Cora groaned. She let the sack, Sven, come along on the possibility that she would need a human shield. She just wanted to be left alone. She sighed again, almost scoffing at how sarcastic and snide she was feeling. That poor idiot Hiccup would probably get lost or eaten by a saber cat on his way to the city, so he might as well come along for the ride.

She glanced back at the oafish man behind her, staring into her eyes with a blank gaze. Once she made eye contact, the man smiled lightly, teasing her with a wink and sliding his gaze down her figure. Great. She was stuck with the moron with his brain in his crotch, and the skinny dweeb with a goddamn dragon in his keep. Rolling her eyes and questioning, once again, what she had gotten herself into, she turned to face the trader.

"How fresh are you cabbages, good sir?"
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Hiccup lugged his supplies over to the blacksmith's shop across the stone street. He may have been older, but it didn't help him much in the carry-heavy-crap department. If you needed a dragon saddle broken in, however, he was your man.

He set his supplies next to the wooden canopy of the forge, and walked up the small wood-plank stairs to meet the blacksmith. A large man who was tanning hides stood up to look down on the man who had entered his forge. Hiccup was beginning to feel measly again. He backed up and cleared his throat.

"Good day, forge master. I come seeking the use of your forge," he said politely.

The man nodded, but not before curiously eyeing Hiccup's leg as he had done before. "Sure thing, good man," he replied, although he appeared somewhat hesitant. "Alvor is my name, I am the blacksmith of Riverwood, at your service. Any supplies you need? Here you will find the finest weapons and armor."

After crafting the much needed rod for Toothless' tail, the Viking broke down and purchased a light shield, a beautiful looking golden dagger with rounded curves, thick leather bracers, and leather boots to match his armored riding gear. In addition, he bought a leather helmet almost identical to Cora's but not before putting his own twist in adding face protection, spikes, and decals. It was the perfect riding helmet.

Alvor was impressed with his skill, so the two men discussed their apprentice training, and realized they both shared scars on the chins from their childhood experiences with molten steel and razor sharp blades. The judgment in the eyes of the blacksmith began to vanish the more time he spent with the young man, and he begin to understand him. They discussed the design of his foot, with Hiccup leaving out the part about how he lost it, and they continued to talk as Hiccup completed his helmet. After an hour or so, Hiccup waved at the man before leaving, lugging the supplies behind him.

He made his way into the forest to meet Toothless, who he found lazing in a patch of grass slowly swatting at a blue butterfly hovering near his face. His green eyes were heavy with boredom, but the moment he saw Hiccup, they brightened, and the dragon pinned him to the ground and slobbered his face like he hadn't seen him in years. The Viking giggled and wiped the fish-flavored goo off of his skin. Toothless' entire rear half wiggled in delight as he was presented with his large basket of fish, which he proceeded to wolf down in minutes.

Again, Hiccup giggled at the silliness of his best friend, before hunkering down next to the fire-breathing sweet heart with a loaf of fresh bread. Cora could wait an extra ten minutes.

00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Cora hated taverns. By the Gods, the drunkenness, the stupidity; it never ended. Men were just getting on her nerves. She quickly made her way to the bar stool and flagged down the barmaid for a pint. Sven wandered off to join an Argonian in song (did she mention she hated singing?) and they now sang loudly with mugs in their hands.

She placed her face in her hands as a familiar blonde woman approached her. "Cora, nice to see you in town with your head still on its shoulders."

The elf lifted her head miserably. "Thanks, Delphine, nice to see you too. Sweet pint of mead for me please. Blackbriar, if you've got it."

The Inn Keeper smiled. "Only the best." She looked back at the singing occurring in the rear of the inn and snickered when she saw Sven eye the elf eagerly. "You're here with Sven? My gods, woman, get a real man."

The woman turned away from Cora to towel dry a metal tankard before filling it with frothy mead and handing it to her. She placed her elbows on the counter as Cora sucked greedily at the mug. "You don't think I'm trying?" Cora asked between gulps, whipping her mouth on her sleeve. "I just have to find out who killed my father, and maybe I can move on from there. Until then I'm off limits." She took another massive gulp, tilting her head back.

The woman shook her head as Sven began dancing on the tables. "Just make sure to not forget what's right in front of you," she laughed sarcastically.

But Cora's mind flashed to Hiccup. His eyes, his stupid smile when he touched his dragon, his hair, his genuine care…

"Cora?" Delphine asked, waving her hand in front of her face. "You alright? You look like you've seen a ghost."

Cora shook her head. "Yeah," she replied lazily. "Too much mead at once," she lied, looking down at the amber liquid, now more than half way gone.

Delphine huffed in response, keeping her eyes on the scene. "Well, my dear, I've been hearing rumors that the Brotherhood is on the rise again. The dark assassins. It's worth looking into." She glanced over to find Cora with her head tilted completely back, dribbling the last of the mead into her mouth. She sighed again and changed the tone of her voice, hoping the elf would pay attention. "This time we might be onto something."

Cora looked up at her. "What color are their uniforms?" she asked with eyes half lidded and sounding completely disinterested.

"Thought you might ask that, like you always do of every lead I give you. Red and black," she said.

This caught the elf's attention. "Red and black? Are you sure?"

Delphine cocked an eyebrow. "Of course I am. Why?"

Cora looked down at the table again. "Those are the colors I remember disappearing into the forest when my father was killed," she looked up at Delphine again. "How do you always know what is happening in Skyrim?"

Delphine winked. "I am an Inn Keeper, of course," she smiled humbly, but Cora still didn't buy it. She and Delphine had become friends in the short time the elf had called Riverwood home. She had drunkenly divulged her intent to find her father's killer one night, but instead of turning her in, the woman seemed more than happy to help her with her quest, occasionally leaking information to her all the while denying their origins.

With renewed vigor, Cora stood up from the stool. "How can I find them?"

"There is a young boy who has performed the Black Sacrament in Windhelm named Aventus Aretino. It's all the local gossip. I'm sure taking out a target will allow you to attract their attention. Find a way in and find your father's killer," she explained. Her voice was longing, almost as if she wished to live through Cora, being right there in her plot for revenge. She smiled at her with fire burning deep in her eyes, which ignited something within the elf.

Cora felt something boiling within her, something of a chance to destroy the people who destroyed her. "I am meeting a friend here," she spoke, realizing it came out far more sinister than she anticipated it. Instead of fighting it, she let it slide over hear, fueling the hateful inferno that burned within her. She let a wicked smile slide onto her face. "Get me a room, Delphine. I will leave at dawn."


	10. Chapter 10: New Beginnings

**Hello faithful readers! Things are starting to heat up in this chapter! We get a closer look at Hiccup's and Cora's relationship, please read and review. Comments as far as story and character arcs are welcome. New chapters coming soon!**

Chapter 10: New Beginnings

Hiccup sat in the grass finishing his meal, leaving him somewhat satisfied. He continued to watch Toothless bat at the butterfly, making him laugh, but when the Night Fury rolled over to reveal the underside of his neck, Hiccup noticed something I hadn't before.

A massive, thick, and deep scar lined the underside of Toothless' neck, stretching from one side of his huge head to the other. Hiccup immediately scurried closer to his dragon to examine the mark, running his hand along it. He felt that it was rough where the skin had fused back together and onto each other, closing the gash tightly. The scales were severed, as new plating had to grow between the crack, showing that the cut was deep but clean, most likely done with a blade. But that wasn't on Toothless' neck just days ago, how could it be scarred already, and more importantly, how did he possibly survive such a morbid cut?

Panic began to surge through Hiccup, and he was glad the small insect was distracting his best friend while he scowled his underside for similar battle scars. He came across another scar, this one being a stab wound, right above the dragon's heart. The tissue around the area was raised, and looked like a tangled mass of veins on the Night Fury's otherwise seamless skin.

Rage boiled within the Viking at the thought that someone would hurt his dragon, but he was just glad he was okay. He seemed happy enough, rolling on his back, swinging his paws in the air, and making gurgling noises in joy. Hiccup giggled again, and the dragon turned his head and looked into his master's eyes with a sweet glint of love floating in their green irises. However, when he noticed something troubling the young man, Toothless righted himself, walked over to the Viking sitting cross-legged in the grass, and shoved his large head against his face in an act of comfort.

Hiccup placed a hand on his head and sighed. "At least you're alright, bud, and I guess that's all that really matters to me. I just don't know how you survived, or healed so damn fast. It took you weeks to finally close the wound from that spike the Whispering Death shot into your leg," he said.

Toothless offered a low rumble, responding to his master's concern for him, then rubbed his head harder against Hiccup's face, hoping to make everything better. "I guess we just have to be careful. I'll always watch out for you buddy," he said. He looked into his dragon's eyes once again. He felt guilt come over him. "You've always looked out for me and loved me, bud, and there were times I put so much into finding Astrid that I forgot what was right in front of me. For that I'm sorry, Toothless," he spoke softly.

He wrapped his arms around the dragon's wide neck, and Toothless bowed his head to pull the Viking closer towards him, accepting his apology. He had always enjoyed the warmth his master gave him; his master that he would protect with his life. In his mind, the boy could do no wrong.

After a few moments of sharing the wonderful embrace, the two best friends pulled back to look at each other. "I won't abandon you again, old friend, and next time I do, feel free to slap me in the face," and he let his signature dorky smile dominate his face. The ice built up after so many years began to melt, as he forced himself to live in the moment. He took a minute to remember how his bravery has changed his life, his family, his tribe, and his world, and won him the girl of his dreams.

He smiled, letting his tears he once hid finally fall from his eyes. He no longer felt the painful urge to save his true love, but rather enjoyed his memories of her for what they were worth. It had taken him years, but he was finally beginning to let go.

Toothless rubbed his nose against Hiccup's, showing his love. All Hiccup had to do was open his eyes, and what he needed most was right in front of him: his best friend. After Toothless licked his face repeatedly, washing away the saltiness of his tears, the Viking pushed him away and stood up, wiping the spit from his face and laughing quietly. "Alright, alright Toothless. You stay here, I'm going to find Cora."
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By the time Hiccup made his way to the Inn, the sun had completely set and left the town in the dead of night. He hoped that Cora and the man who reminded him of his idiot cousin had not left yet. When he opened the door to the Inn, he was greeted by the smell off wood, fresh sheets, and cool mead, with a hint of sweaty men. He glanced around, seeing the brutish man he met before softly serenading a giggling woman on a luke. With another once over, he found the elf in question face down at the bar with at least 10 empty tankards next to her.

Hiccup froze. This strong soul he saw on the block was passed out in a dying slump before him, and it grounded him to reality. It was sad, but Hiccup knew the elf's strongest and liveliest moment was right before her death. With a sigh, we walked over to hunker down next to her in the sleeping Inn. The two love birds in the corner and Hiccup were the only ones awake, and he could hear other people snoring in the side rooms.

Hesitantly, Hiccup poked Cora's shoulder with one finger, then pulled back quickly to examine her response. She didn't move. With more confidence, Hiccup laid a hand on her shoulder, shaking her softly.

"Cora…Cora, time to get you to your room. Cora, wake up," Hiccup cooed softly.

This time she stirred slightly, rolling her face over in the direction of the Viking, and opened her eyes slightly, as if she was straining to look at the sun. At the sight of Hiccup, she gave a weak smile. "Hiccup, I was just," she gave a small hiccup. "I was just dreaming about you, playing with your dragon," she giggled.

Hiccup began to panic. "Cora, be quiet! Don't talk about this!"

She giggled again, then gave a small pout. "Oh boo, no talk about that little guy? Not so bad when you get used to him," she slurred, rolling her head back into her arms in a sprawled mess on the bar.

Hiccup rolled his eyes, then glanced around the small Inn, eyes settling on an empty room directly to the left of the bar. "Is that your room?"

She looked up squinting again, then gave a weak nod. "Yup yup yup!" she said.

"Well, we better get you there and into bed," he said, reaching for her. She reached out her arms like a child as he took one of her arms over his shoulder, and the other around her waist to help haul her to her room.

She blushed at the sight of his hand on her waist, then laughed. "Why, Mr. Haddock, this is all so sudden. You taking me to bed, and all," she teased, twirling a finger around his hair. He hoisted her up out of the barstool, her head rolling on her shoulders.

"Cora, you need some rest, you'll think straight in the morning," he said levelheadedly.

"Baby, I won't be able to think straight in the morning if you're still there," she purred, and gripped his shoulder tightly.

Hiccup ignored her as he pulled her through the doorway and sat her gingerly on the bed that she proceeded to fall back on and stare at him with lust clouded with drunkenness in her red eyes. She then sat up and removed her helmet and ruffed up her hair to drop it back onto the bed. "Your turn, fly boy. Maybe I'll find out why that dragon of yours loves being ridden so much," her lips curled up in a seductive smile, but Hiccup couldn't help but cringe at the vulgarity of her comment.

"Cora, go to sleep," he replied sternly to which the elf pouted again. He began to remove her boots, quiver, and bow, and repositioned her in the bed to get her into a better sleeping position. He put his hand under her head and laid her carefully on a freshly fluffed pillow. "Trust me, you'll thank me in the morning," he said, breaking away from her arms trying to pull him down on top of her.

With that last statement, he threw a soft blanket over her, and closed the door just to exit the room and slump against the frame. He ran a hand down his face, and had the urge to pull out the picture of Astrid from his vest. After a slight hesitation, he had the drawing in his hands and was unfolding it. The second his eyes came upon the beautiful girl, he felt relief. He was no longer in Skyrim, lost, or forgotten, with an elf drunk off her ass. He was standing next to his blonde goddess, and his desire to find her grew inside him again. Ice made its way into his eyes again, and he let a pained smile slide onto his face. Finally, something familiar.
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With the gray early morning light shining in through the windows, Cora awoke with a massive pounding in her head with dizziness making her have the urge to vomit. Groaning, she sat up slowly, feeling her stomach slosh inside her sickeningly. She put her fingers to her temple and tried to make sense of the previous night. She had come to the Inn, seen Delphine, learned of the Brotherhood, and the rest was a blur. She moaned again in pain, and also with realizing she was still stuck with Sven and still needed to take Hiccup to Whiterun.

After a few moments, she looked around at her surroundings. She was sleeping the right direction in a bed, her helmet was removed, her boots were set nicely next to a chest at the foot of the bed, and a blanket covered her frame. Her bow lay on a nearby chair with her quiver carefully balancing next to it. She scowled. When she was drunk, she usually ended up waking up in the bar where she passed out, dried vomit crusting at the sides of her mouth, or would come to in a damp gutter somewhere on the side of the road. This was really odd…

Working her hardest to keep her last meal in her, she threw the blanket off of her, and stood up slowly, struggling to keep her feel under her. She slipped on her boots, smoothed down her hair, and made her way to the door, realizing she looked like Oblivion frozen over. She opened the door and looked around to find Hiccup sitting in a chair right outside her door. He sat upright, with his arms folded across his chest, head bowed, and his legs stretched out in front of him. He looked as though he was dozing, and a light snoring came from his peaceful body. He made no move to look at her, so she quietly stepped out and look around the Inn. No other resident had awoke yet, so she was careful to sneak when snagging an apple for her breakfast. She walked softly around the Inn to find Sven, peaking into the rooms and looking under tables to find the moron. She finally saw him, lying on his back peacefully in a room just across from Cora's, bare-chested, and with the form of a naked woman thrown across him. The sight did not help her nausea, and she gagged before quickly averting her eyes and making her way back to her room.

She saw Hiccup still sleeping and it made her smile, but then it hit her. It hit her hard. _By the nine_, she thought to herself. _I slept with Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III_.
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_No no no, this was not happening!_ She screamed internally. Leave it to a man to take advantage of her when she was drunk. Rage boiled within her, and she stormed toward the sleeping Viking and slapped him square across the face.

The Viking awoke abruptly and tipped out of his chair just to crumple to ground. He put a hand up to cup his raw flesh and stared at the enraged elf.

"Cora?! In Magni's name, what are you doing?" he screeched, standing clumsily to his feet. She feared the ice now present in his eyes again, like the first time they met, but she stood up for herself none the less.

"You filthy pig!" she yelled, waking up the rest of the Inn. "You didn't need to screw me when I was drunk! What happened to that 'I love my girlfriend' crap?" she quoted sarcastically.

Hiccup was completely perplexed, but anger was building inside of him, both from the slap and the mention of Astrid. "Cora, I would never! You were the one throwing yourself onto me, I had to pry you off! I didn't even sleep in the same room, look!" He gestured to the chair he called his bed for the night. "I slept on this stupid chair to be a gentleman, Cora, I respect women. I pulled you off of the bar and put you to bed, that's all that happened," he stuttered.

Cora felt something cold wash over her, and she couldn't help but feel that she was in the wrong. His eyes were too innocent looking for him to be lying, and she found herself believing what he said faster than she normally would. "Hiccup, I…" she stuttered. "I'm sorry….I'm not feeling well, and I saw Sven with another girl, I got the wrong idea…" she had never felt more defeated, or more stupid. She glanced around at the others, all dumbstruck with the events that just occurred, causing the young woman to turn bright red and have to fight for her food again. She turned her glance back to Hiccup, who was enraged, green icy eyes stabbing into her.

She drifted her gaze away, just wanting this pressing moment to end. She wanted to run away and hide forever. She looked to Delphine, pale and utterly dumbfounded, with a hint of confusion and anger in her eyes. She stood hidden to Hiccup behind a large Argonian man. The elf raised an eyebrow in question, but the woman kept her gaze fixed on the Viking. Shrugging it off, Cora turned to face Hiccup again. She took a deep breath.

"I'm sorry, okay? I shouldn't have hit you…" she blushed even harder. Trailing off at admitting she was wrong.

His expression turned much more sorrowful, and the anger slowly flowed out of him and was replaced by concern. He knew she had a thing against men, and it began to become apparent why she had lashed out against him. He sighed. "Cora, I would never disrespect you like that, but I understand. Just know I am not like that,"

Her heart fluttered in her chest. So long had she been on the road surrounded by sex-thirsted and selfish men that she forgot that some actually had dignity. The look in his eyes were so truthful and innocent that she felt herself beginning to trust him, and that urge to pour her heart out returned to her. She was amazed that with one moment, her desire to prove herself in this man's world was melting under the heat of his eyes. All she needed was someone to trust, and maybe her life would be easier.

She felt tears in her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. The crowd had eagerly been expecting something, but Cora furrowed her eyebrows. "Nothing to see here," she snapped. The crowd began mumbling as they walked in different directions, and Cora saw a smirk slide onto the Viking's face. She could not help but return the smile. Their silent communication was enough to put the pair at more ease with the awkward situation.

"Well, we better get going. Whiterun is not far, but I'd rather start out early," she said, changing the subject.

Hiccup became serious, and nodded in agreement. "Yes, right away. _My friend_," he said with a wink, "is in the forest across the stream with my supplies. Come with me, and we can set out." Cora nodded, and went off to collect her belongings from her room.
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Delphine could not believe her eyes. The friend that Cora was waiting for was the man she had condemned to die on the Helgen block. She made sure to stay hidden to him, giving her the advantage to follow him and find out his sinister incentive in befriending the elf.

She snuck off to her room, removing the false paneling in her wardrobe, and walking down into her secret room hiding her identity as the Grandmaster of the Blades. She instantly slipped on her familiar armor, tied her hair back, and gathered a few supplies to follow the trio to Whiterun, to see what Hiccup's next move was as the man responsible to the rise of dragons.

"I know that dragon attack was to save you, _Hiccup_. I know you have influence over other dragons. I hope you know your precious best friend is dead," she snarled, putting emphasis on his name with disgust. "And I will find out what your next move is, and I will end you. That is a promise."

She packed a few last supplied and strapped on her weapons before he making her way out of the Inn without being spotted.
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Hiccup, Cora, and Sven made their way out, the oafish man giving his conquest one more fat kiss before departing. They stopped by the small cottage belonging to Ralof and his sister to pick up a few extra supplies. The soldier was happy to see the pair alive and well, and discussed their bravery at the block and during the dragon attack. Hiccup danced carefully over that topic before suggesting that they head out.

The journey to Whiterun was long but uneventful. The elf and the Viking made small talk, not asking too many questions even though they ultimately knew nothing about each other. For being from different worlds, they found something in each other that clicked. Being so close to death together had fused the two together, and they were slowly coming to realize that they were inseparable.

They ran into a few wolves along the way, but Hiccup made quick work of them before Cora could even knock an arrow, stabbing the animals to death while dancing and flipping to avoid their jaws. As he collected the pelts from the fallen animal, Cora made a quick mental note not to challenge him in hand-to-hand, and to not underestimate the skill of this mysterious man she met on an executioner's wagon.

Just as Hiccup had saved Cora's butt, she kept him from eating a Canis root stew, which would have killed him in minutes. He thought he was being so clever, finding and making them food along the road. It was nice to know Cora was looking after him. They balanced each other out and allowed the other to forget the personal hell of their memories that they always called home.

Toothless hung behind the two who were chatting away, keeping a close eye on Sven, who kept wandering around like an idiot. The dragon had startled the Nord at first, and he even considered leaving Cora's side initially. Hiccup was nervous introducing the two, but Sven was later strangely okay with having a dragon in tow. It had taken a few hours and the fiery death of a few mudcrabs attacking Sven, but he warmed up to the dragon, and were now walking next to each other somewhat comfortably.

However, Toothless was still skeptical of the bird-brain, and thus kept a close eye on him. The same went for the elf, for that matter. If either of them even touched a hair on Hiccup's head without his consent, they were going to have to answer to him: the unholy offspring of lighting and death itself. He would show them the meaning of "hide and pray it does not find you."

They stayed away from the roads for fear of people spotting Toothless and the trip took longer than expected, but, at long last, they made it to the large city. Hiccup instructed the Night Fury to remain in the woods. He agreed, and the three made it to the gates guarding Whiterun.

"Halt!" a guard near the main gate spoke. "City's closed with the dragons about. Official business only," he said sternly.

"I have news from Helgen about the dragon attack," Hiccup countered quickly, attempting to persuade the guard into letting them into the city.

He hesitated, then grumbled to himself. "Fine, but we'll be keeping an eye on you." He then stepped aside, allowing them to push through the gate.

The moment they entered the city, they were drawn to an argument taking place to the right, near a small shop with a forge in front. The Nord and elf did not pay much attention; something about a commander demanding more weapons from the blacksmith, however the Viking was captivated. The two continued their stroll through the city, with Hiccup shouting that he would catch up in a moment.

After a few minutes of talking to the woman, Hiccup jogged to meet the rest of his party.

"What was that about?" Cora asked him. She had become much livelier around him, and his sarcastic nature was rubbing off on her.

Hiccup shrugged. "Nothing much. The blacksmith, Adrianna Avenicci, just needs help with her large weapon orders. I told her of my capable nature and I got myself a job," he said, smiling in pride. "If I'm stuck here, I might as well find a job."

Cora nodded. "Then you stay here and work in the city while I travel to meet a friend. The trip should take me a couple of weeks," she said, dancing over the topic that it was to kill someone to find and make ties with the Dark Brotherhood, just to take them down.

Hiccup's face sank. "You'll come back, right?" he said softly.

Cora giggled. "Of course. We did agree to train together to perfect each other's skills."

The Viking sighed in relief. "Ok, sounds like a plan. I'll be staying here, you know. I think I have come to terms with my loss of Astrid…" He trailed off, then stared at the ground, kicking a small pebble with his prosthetic, sending it clattering along the ground. Somehow, he found the strength to look into the elf's eyes smiled at her. He had only known her for a little more than a day, and he already did not want to lose her. She grounded him to reality, and she kept his mind from drifting to his past. Their shared near-death experience had brought them closer, and even though neither liked to remember the lust the strangely felt for each other, they felt a friendship begin to blossom.

Together they made their way through the town, earning gazes by the villagers. They both hated the attention, and became flushed with anger. Hiccup glanced at Cora, realizing the villagers were staring at her as well, with her red eyes and pointed ears. He felt her drowning in the solitude, so he reached out and took her hand in his, grasping it tightly. She squeezed back, knowing that the people were staring at his false leg that was clanking on the road. They both no longer felt alone, and were able to hold their heads high on their through the masses on their way to the cloud district, to speak with the Jarl at Dragonsreach.

The three entered the massive room, and a dark elf approached them with her weapon drawn. Hiccup was taken slightly aback, not used to this darkened version of his companion. He felt uncomfortable with the short sword she held. "What is the meaning of this interruption?" she snarled. "Jarl Balgruuf is not receiving visitors."

"We have news from Helgen," Cora spoke up, unfazed by her battle-ready stance. "About the dragon attack."

"Well," the dark elf mused, "that explains why the guards let you in. Come on then, the Jarl will want to speak to you personally." She sheathed the weapon, much to Hiccup's relief, and followed the woman to where an older man sat on a massive throne before a massive fireplace. Hiccup noticed a dragon's skull hanging above the throne, but, even though it was like no creature he had ever seen, was disgusted none the less.

As Hiccup approached the slender man bearing ornate robes and a crown, he spoke "So. You were are Helgen? You saw this dragon with your own eyes?" he questioned, remaining diplomatic but hinting at fear.

"Yes, I did. We both did," Hiccup said, gesturing to Cora, "but you must believe me when I say he means no harm."

The man looked perplexed. "No harm?" he sputtered. "He killed Imperial men!"

"Yes! But it was to protect me. Those Imperials were trying to cut my head off," he scoffed.

The Jarl huffed. "I don't understand this insolence," he said.

"Please, your lordship, you have to believe me. The only dragon in this place belongs to me, and I swear to you he acted that way in self-defense," he pleaded. He thought back to Delphine claiming he had brought upon the rise of dragons, and hoped he was truthful in his statement that Toothless was the only dragon around. "There is no reason to start a panic, please calm your subjects down."

The dark elf spoke up. "My lord, we should send troops to Riverwood at once. Even if this man is telling the truth, there is reason we can't air on the side of caution. That town is in the most immediate danger."

A man standing next to the Jarl mindlessly bickered about it being confused as a military move. The only word Hiccup picked up was "Ulfric." The name had sounded familiar, but he was unable to place it. He knew that this world was at war, but he refused to become involved, so he kindly ignored most of the conversation.

The Jarl agreed that protecting his people was a top priority, and sent a detachment to Riverwood. Hiccup did not expect the people to believe him at first, but he hoped to find a way to introduce his Night Fury as the harmless ball of fluff he knew and loved so dearly.

"I am glad you sought me out, young man, but I must protect my people at all costs. What is your name?" he replied sternly.

Hiccup bowed his head respectfully. "I understand, your lordship, give me time to prove my case. And the name is Hiccup. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III of Berk, heir to the tribe of the Hairy Hooligans."

The Jarl saw something within young Viking that sparked his interest. "You remind me a lot of myself, young Hiccup. I am fairly opened-minded, more so than most in these lands, and I would be interested in your ideology, same with a man close to me, Farengar, even though, from the surface, it sounds a bit deranged and sinister. But, thank you, for telling us this information, and better allowing us to prepare; it took bravery. I will not attack first."

"Thank you," Hiccup replied. It went a lot better than expected.

The Jarl could not help but admire the young lad. Even though he felt fear for what he might be, or who he might become, he gestured to a guard, who ran upstairs and received a set of studded armor. "Here," he said, the guard handing Hiccup the armor. "Take this as a small token of my esteem."

He discussed with Hiccup of his court wizard, Farengar Secret-Fire, and how his recent discovery from a place called Bleak Falls Barrow lead him to discover the location of various dragon burial sites. They moved into a small room next to the large chamber, and began discussing how he was going to use this knowledge to further his studies of dragons. Hiccup was about to add his input, when the dark elf he saw before began yelling for Farengar.

"I wonder what Irileth is so excited about," he pondered, but the dark elf sounded desperate. Cora spun around to see her running towards them.

"Farengar, you need to come at once. A dragon's been sighted nearby," she said, trying to stay calm but with a hint of horror in her voice. She directed her attention at Hiccup. "You should come too."

Hiccup nodded, being grateful that the woman was allowing him to gain control of his dragon instead of mindlessly killing him. Showing that Toothless was harmless would help spread awareness in this land.

Farengar began rambling about how exciting it was for a dragon to show itself, unaware that it was quite possibly the Night Fury belonging to the man standing before him. He began to ramble questions to Irileth, who chose to focus on the safely of the people rather than the discovery.

"If this dragon decides to attack Whiterun, I don't know how we can stop it," she said, shooting Farengar a look to shut him up. She then glared at Hiccup, silently telling him he would pay if his dragon had a plot against the city.

"Right. Now, let's head out," she said, jogging upstairs and meeting a man at the top who began to explain where he saw the dragon. When asked, he described it being spotted at the Western Watch Town, and being faster than anything he'd ever seen, flying in from the south and circling a section of the Rift.

Hearing this, Hiccup let himself relax, knowing that the dragon was not Toothless, but also began to panic, knowing that a wild dragon was on its way to the town. He made eye contact with Irileth, and when she looked in his direction, he gave her a small shake of the head, explaining that the dragon the man had described was not with him. Irileth did not trust Hiccup, but she became even more paranoid knowing that there was absolutely no chance of controlling or predicting this dragon.

The Jarl told his trusted right-hand woman to head down to the main gate, where her men were already clustered. "Good," he said. "Don't fail me," he said desperately. He then turned to Hiccup, Cora, and Sven. "There's no time to stand on ceremony, my friends. I need your help again. I want you to go with Irileth and help her fight this dragon," he turned to Hiccup. "Since this dragon is not your own, you will need to figure out a way to keep it under control, or we will have no choice but to kill it, but you have more experience with dragons than anyone else here," he said. Hiccup nodded in agreement.

The Jarl instructed Farengar to stay behind to continue his research as to how to defend the city, and gave one more order to Irileth warning her to use extreme caution before sending them down to the tower. The four quickly ran out of Dragonsreach and through the city drenched in late afternoon sun, meeting the troops gathered at the main gate of the city.

The guards questioned why such an odd pair was seen running with Irileth, but stood horrified as she explained the situation. The once judgmental looks of the troops turned to terror, and they began to understand why Hiccup was among them.

Irileth began her speech that left even Cora trembling. She never realized what she was getting herself into, and she made the sudden realization that she would probably follow Hiccup to the ends of the Earth, and that had her stomach souring. That and she was still feeling her hangover. And was about to fight a dragon.

"Here's the situation: a dragon is attacking the Western Watch Tower," the dark elf continued, earning even more gasps from the crowd. "You heard right. I said: _a dragon_," she emphasized. Hiccup grew nervous, hearing the bloodlust in her voice.

"I don't care much where it came from or who sent it, but I do know it's made the mistake of attacking Whiterun. None of us have ever seen a dragon before, save this young man, Hiccup," she said, glancing to him. "That is why he is here. He is only our chance of winning against this beast," she finished.

The men gazed to him like he was a God, something that he had not seen in years. It felt good. He moved his eyes to Cora, who had her bow in her hands squatting in a fighting stance. Her eyes were unwavering, strong, and powerful. She had somewhere to stand, and she had something to stand for. She let a confident smirk slide onto her face and gave him an encouraging nod that made him feel that much taller. Cora had been good at showing him exactly what he was worth. They held their eye contact, making each other stronger as Irileth continued her speech to rally together her men, readying them for a fight.

Then the men pushed through the tall wooden gates, and, drawing his new golden dagger, Hiccup followed the group out into the plains surrounding the city to look for the dragon. He was confident he could find a way to earn its trust and prevent its death or the destruction of the city, but, thinking back to the skull he saw in Dragonsreach, began to doubt himself the longer he ran. He began to panic, thinking about dying and failing Astrid miserably. She was controlling his mind as tears threatened to burst through his eyes.

Cora felt this, and soon was running next to Hiccup, panting lightly. "We're in this together, Haddock, I am going to stand by you. I'm right here," she spoke, reassuring him.

Like being on the block again, the Viking let her voice penetrate his wall and calm him down. This time, her soft voice warmed her from the inside with something else other than lust. His heart swelled, resembling the time he befriended Toothless. He glanced over to her to see her smiling up at him. His heart felt like it was bursting at the seams as he smiled, furrowing his eyebrows together in determination. "Alright, Cora, let's go get 'em."
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They ran for a few more minutes in silence, enjoying the strength they gave each other, until they came upon a burning watch tower with men running around with the bows drawn, eyes at the sky. Several soldiers lay around the tower dead, covered in horrible burns.

Irileth came next to the pair, followed closely by Sven who hadn't said a word. "No signs of any dragon right now, but it sure looks like he's been here," the dark elf mused. "I know it looks bad," she said at a louder tone, addressing the men behind her, "but we have to figure out what happened." With that, the soldiers drew their weapons and began searching for survivors.

Hiccup and Cora moved to the front of the tower, eyes scanning the horizon for the dragon. Squinting against the sun, Hiccup saw a form flying towards the tower, then heard the bellow of its cries shatter the peace.

"Here it comes!" he yelled, braising himself and clutching his dagger.

Cora had her bow out in front of her, and knocked an arrow. "Make every arrow count!" she screamed to the men. "Let Hiccup get in close, we've only got one shot at this!" With one final nod to Hiccup, she darted off to the side and jumped onto a rock to gain higher ground.

Hiccup turned to the approaching figure. It could be a Monstrous Nightmare, but that bellow was uncharacteristic of one. Weather he liked to believe it or not, he was about to face something new. The massive being was soon upon them and swooped low into the clearing and landed, shocking the Viking to his core.

Never had he seen such a dragon. There was no innocence to this being, and he could feel the evil it admitted in his core. He saw the massive creature land a few hundred feet away, and instantly sprinted towards it, while the soldiers held up their swords to keep the creature back and prevent it from taking off into the air again. As Hiccup got closer, he noticed the bronze color of the dragon, taking in its thick spikes along its back, jagged wings, and unforgiving face. Its horns around its face were jagged as well, and horrifyingly covered in blood.

The dragon bellowed into the crowd as Hiccup ran up to the creature, yelling and waving his arms to capture its attention. What started as a human scream turned into something more; the yell of a Night Fury to beckon his best friend closer, that Hiccup had practiced for years on Berk. The pale men meekly holding up their weapons spun towards Hiccup, questioning what the inhuman sound was that had just come from the man.

Stunned by the outburst, the dragon turned to burst through their defensive wall and charge at the upcoming Viking. Hiccup tore off his armor and threw his dagger to the ground as he continued to run towards the bellowing dragon. The two quickly came together, and Hiccup stared the beast down, huffing gently, now bare-chested to help earn the dragon's trust. He held out his shaking arm towards the dragon, hoping that shedding his defense was enough. He looked away, continuing to extend his hand towards the dragon's snout.

Hiccup stood like that for what felt like forever, before turning back to the dragon. The being stared into his eyes with far more understanding that he had ever seen before, even from another human being. He swore he saw the dragon smirk evilly, and it sent a shiver down the spine of the dragon trainer.

"_Weakling,_" the dragon grumbled, voice both as smooth and jagged as glass gears grinding together. The horror he saw in the hallow eyes of the dragon that stood before him was too much, and Hiccup felt himself slipping into a hypnotic trance, giving the dragon the opportunity to raise a paw to slice at the bare chested man, knocking him to the ground and drawing a large quality of blood from the meager Viking.

"HICCUP!" Cora screeched. She stood frozen for a moment, staring hopelessly as Hiccup fell to the ground. She felt the same horror wash over her as when her father had been shot, and the feeling was numbing. Her brain scrambled to do something- anything, but her limbs refused to cooperate. She fought with herself, refusing to stand by again and watch someone else die. Something tingly gushed within her suddenly, and she almost felt herself moving without her control, raising her bow and firing an arrow into the side of the dragon's neck before it could finish the Viking off.

Growling in pain, the untrainable dragon turned towards the new threat and let out a mighty roar once more. Seeing red cloud her vision, Cora drew out a steel dagger she had strapped to her waist and sprinted towards the dragon. She did not slow down the closer she got, and screamed a blood-curdling cry as she flipped herself onto the head of the dragon, grabbing its horns and throwing her legs over its neck. It screamed in agony and thrashed Cora about, but the elf road the beast mercilessly, stabbing it repeatedly in the head. She wrapped her legs around its neck, slowly choking the beast as well.

Growing desperate, the dragon flung its head back, but the elf used the momentum to fling herself upward to deliver the final blow. She leapt into the air, dagger above her head and yelled out as she came down onto the dragon in one last thrust, cracking through its skull, and burying her blade into the dragon's brain, splattering her with blood.

The beast hollered as it died, but then stilled below her. She instantly dismounted the beast and ran to Hiccup's side, refusing to look back at the aftermath and the stunned soldiers. The men all crowed around the awe-inspiring woman, realizing that she had more strength and more bravery than all of them combined. For years she had been trying to prove herself a powerful force in the world dominated by men, but this time she hadn't had the urge to show off. She had to save Hiccup.

She saw him unconscious and bleeding into the dying weeds and couldn't help but choke out a few sobs. She bent down and cradled his head in her arms briefly, refusing to admit that he looked so close to death, eyes closed, chest hardly moving, and face pale as snow. She tore off her helmet and tossed it aside before ripping the bottom section of his leggings and pressing the fabric it to his wounds in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

"No no, Gods no, Hiccup, don't you die on me!" she sobbed, hands scrambling to seal his wounds.

Then she felt wind blowing next to her ears, and her hair was taken into the air in a swirling mess. Hiccup glowed and the dragon burst into flames, as streams of light like star trails passed right through her and into Hiccup. The ripples of white light connected the dragon to Hiccup and left the men around them gasping at the sight. The sensation lasted about ten seconds before the air slowed and the light vanished, leaving the dragon stripped of skin. After living through the strange sensation, Cora looked back at Hiccup for any signs of change in his condition. When she saw none, she felt her body shaking again, and continued to busy her hands with his cuts, discounting the strange occurrence due to her trauma.

Suddenly a Night Fury bust through the trees and into the clearing, responding to the call he had heard Hiccup make. Hearing the familiar snarl, the elf spun around to see the guards taking their aim. Cora stood up next to her dying friend and screamed, "No! That's Hiccup's dragon, lower your weapons!"

The dragon stood with his front section lowered and growled at the men when they looked back at Cora. They quickly lowered their weapons, but ran in opposite directions of the fearsome Night Fury. Toothless scanned the area for his rider, finding him lying in the grass next to the elf and other dead and skeletonized dragon. Toothless' nose filled with the smell of blood as he ran closer to his master and his best friend.

Closing the distance between them took seconds, and soon Toothless stood over the pair and growled. Toothless wanted the elf away from Hiccup more than anything, but she was crying and holding him, rocking him slowly in her lap and holding her hand against his bleeding cuts. Toothless only knew humans cried when they were upset, and he could feel the emotion that was pouring out of her skin for the Viking. Instead of ripping her away, the dragon turned around to face the guards, backing up so that the pair were protected under him.

He fought hard to control his anger, seeing his master dying in the elf's arms. He knew that there was nothing more he could do but defend whatever was left of his best friend. He bowed his front legs forward again and bared his teeth, guarding the two people he cared about most and defending them from anyone who wished to hurt them.

"I can't believe it…" one soldier spoke up. "That explains his connection to the beast. He's…Dragonborn…" the man trailed off his sentence.

Cora stilled, then pulled back to look into Hiccup's face. _Dragonborn_.

"Didn't you hear him shout?" another man said. "It called his dragon to his aid!"

"That's what he did!" another piped in, "and he absorbed the dragon's power, like in the legends!"

Cora stared into his face. His face that had saved her soul. She had no idea what burned within her, but she knew she would never recover if she lost Hiccup. He gave her strength to be something more than a servant to her memories. She needed him. Dragonborn or not, she knew she would always stand by his side.

She cradled his head in her hands, knowing she would need to be strong for him. "Hiccup, I am going to save your life," she promised. With all the strength she could muster, and swung herself onto Toothless' back and hauled the Viking up with her. Together, the trio made a mad dash for the city in the setting sun.
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Unknown to any of the people present that day, a pair of eyes watched the scene from the bushes. Delphine ogled at the sight if Hiccup's shout, mentally kicking herself, and questioning why she didn't realize he could have possibly been Dragonborn before now. His shout was tuned and impressive, something she was keen to pick up on.

However, what unsettled her the most was the fact that his sleek black dragon was, indeed, alive. She had personally seen Esbern slice its neck open with a short sword and stab it in the heart. She knew it meant someone was bringing rise to the dragons; someone was bringing dragons back from the dead, and it wasn't the Berkian boy. Her eyes widened in horror. She muttered one word before sprinting towards the town to make sure Hiccup stayed alive: "Alduin…"
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Chapter 13: Aftermath

Cora sat next to the bed where Hiccup laid, cradling her chin in her hands and struggling to stay awake. She was still trying to recall the events of the previous day. She remembered seeing Hiccup fall to the ground, and remembered rushing him into town on Toothless' back, but not much more than that.

She ran him into the Temple of Kynareth in the Wind District of the city, and even though she struggled to get in and see him, the soldiers had pushed her back out of the room to let the healers work. She had turned away to find screaming people, jaws all agape at the tense dragon that stood next to her. She was not thinking straight, and had thrust him right into the middle of the square like an idiot, but there was nothing she could do now. Villagers backed up, guarding their children from the beast that stand before them. The dragon bared his teeth, trying to find a way to hide from their gaze. Cora felt compelled to help these people understand.

She stepped to stand in front of the dragon, taking their misunderstanding stares onto herself and guarding him from their hate. She held her head tall and stood up straight, enjoying that she was receiving their judgmental looks and not the innocent dragon that stood behind her. She stared at the crowd with anger and pain in her eyes, challenging them to make a move. In the end, knowing that the elf was incredibly dangerous, and, at the present moment, covered in dragon's blood from head to toe, they simply slunk away.

Victorious, Cora turned around to face the black dragon who stood shaking in fear behind her. Her heart swelled up in her chest, and she instinctively held her flat palm out to him to comfort him in his agony. He looked up into her red eyes, and when he found something more than the evil he had seen before, closed his eyes and pressed the tip of his snout to her hand.

She gasped at the contact, not expecting him to be so smooth but yet scorching hot, but the contact help relax them both. They stood together, Cora's arms around the dragon's neck, waiting to hear news about Hiccup. Toothless had been a little unnerved that she had killed a dragon, but when he pieced together that it was to defend his human, he was much more accepting.

She had paced outside the building all night with Toothless, and was finally able to enter just as dawn was beginning to light the town. Her heart cracked as she saw him wrapped in bandages, bloodied scraps of cloth, needles, and thread laying on a stand to the side of the stone table. His face was just as pale as before, but his chest was moving at a much more even pace, proving to Cora that he was alive. They had left Cora and Hiccup alone as she hunkered down into a chair to watch over him. Several hours passed by, and exhaustion began to set in as Cora struggled to stay awake. She had just begun to doze when she felt a hand on her shoulder. With tired eyes, the elf looked up into the face of Irileth.

"He will be alright, he just needs some time to recover. He required massive amounts of restoration magic," she spoke softly.

The elf nodded. "I was sure he would need it." She hung her head and felt her eyes threatening to close.

"You are a magnificent fighter," the dark elf explained, "and you have saved all of our lives. To that, I and the entirety of Whiterun are forever in your debt." She bowed her head respectfully.

Cora furrowed her eyebrows and tilted her head. "I am sorry, but I do not remember the events of last night too clearly. What ever happened to the dragon?"

Irileth stood stunned, hands now at her sides. "Cora, you took down the dragon that threatened this hold singlehandedly. Once this brave young man fell, my men and I did not even have enough time to react before you mounted the beast and stabbed it in the head. By the nine, it was a sight to behold! How do you not remember?"

Thoroughly confused Cora stared down at the unconscious Viking and couldn't help the love that poured through her veins. "I just knew I had to help Hiccup…" she trailed off. How could she have lost complete control like that?

"You are a _hero_," the woman interrupted from behind her, emphasizing Cora's new title and meaning it with all of her heart. Cora spent years trying to prove herself, but she was more proud of the fact that she had saved her savior, not that men were going to be kissing the ground she walked on.

Suddenly, the dark elf's tone was saddened. "But the people tried to attack Hiccup's dragon once you entered this building. The Jarl's soldiers attempted to defend the dragon as best as they could, but the mass was too strong. They were forced to retreat, and the black dragon is now residing in Dragonsreach," she explained. Cora was about to cut her off with an urgent question, but Irileth knew what it would be. "No, Cora, he is unharmed, and acted only in defense, he hurt no one."

Cora felt herself relax. "That is good to know," she said, but her eyes greedily took in the sight of the empty bed in a small room off to the side. "If he is safe, I think I could rest here and wait for Hiccup to wake up," She also glanced down at herself, still covered in brown bloody smudges. "and get cleaned up," she grinned awkwardly as she held out her arms, displaying her splattered clothes she hadn't yet realized. It was very uncharacteristic of Cora to treat the situation so lightly, but her exhaustion was processing her.

The dark elf giggled, then returned to her serious demeanor. "Take your time. I assure you that the dragon will be kept safe to the best of our abilities. Be strong, sister." And with that, Irileth left the room, leaving Cora to wash up, and fall into a deep slumber where she could still sit up and see her friend.
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Delphine looked through the window of the temple, and, seeing that Cora was asleep under some pelts across the room, she decided it was safe to sneak into the room and look at this Dragonborn for herself. She had seen the people attack the back dragon, but she was deeply fascinated with the way it responded to the elf's touch as well as his "master's" injury. That was something she would have to ask the man who had a dragon's soul.

With her hood up to cover her face, she snuck through the door. She approached Hiccup's bed quietly, but before she could even take a closer look at the face she condemned to die, a dagger was pressed to her throat with enough pressure to begin the oozing. A hand quickly came to the top of Delphine's head and jerked her backwards, tucking her into a better position to hold her against her will and exposing her pale neck.

"Step away," she heard Cora mumble threateningly from the other side of her hood. Her voice was rough as nails, but could serenade angels at the same time. "or I will slit your throat and pour your blood into this pond for the Divines themselves."

Delphine let a small grin slide onto her face. "Oh, Cora. Always so protective. Daddy dies, so you have to hold onto whatever you can?"

She felt the elf shutter behind her at recognizing her voice, and Delphine used this moment of weakness to her advantage, quickly grabbing the elf's arm and twisting it around. She spun herself around in the process, cracking the elf's wrist into a painful hold. Cora let out a small yelp as her dragger clattered to the ground.

"I am willing to talk to you, my dear, so long as you leave that dagger where it is and not slice open my neck. I would be greatly saddened to gut a close friend like a fish," she spoke harshly.

Cora took a deep breath. "Delphine…how could you do this to me? Hiccup is all I've got…" the elf said sadly. Her eyes began to sting as anger began to surface at her defenseless stance.

To this Delphine let out a hardy laugh. "You've known him for, what? 3 days?"

Cora let anger take over, her lips pressing into a hard line. "You get close to someone with your head on the same block," she spat.

This caught Delphine's attention, and she leaned into Cora with curiosity, inflicting further pain on her arm. "Well well, so you were there at Helgen with him? Witnessed the dragon attack? How rich," she said. With this, she released the elf, allowing her to stagger to her feet. Delphine turned away from the elf she had just thrown to the ground and turned to face Hiccup. She laid her hands on the stone bed, leaning in closer to study his face; the face that would save Skyrim. Cora had no urge to reach for her dagger, although Delphine was clearly heartless and deserved to die. Her heart was breaking.

"Delphine, who are you?" she asked, sounding like a deeply betrayed child. "Why would you lie to me? I thought I could trust you," she said, quieting her voice as she went on.

Delphine sighed, and turned to face her. She saw the pain in the elf's eyes, full of confusion, anger, and hate. She could not blame the girl, and had been in her exact shoes multiple times in her life. She knew Cora was still too young and ignorant for the rest of the world. She had no idea who Hiccup was, yet here she was holding a knife to whoever's neck got too close. At the same time, she saw a bit of herself in the young girl. She saw that same spunk, that same glint in her eye that kept her going through her mother's insanity and her father's death.

"I am someone important, Cora, someone you still need to trust. I am here to help Hiccup. I need him alive as much as you do," she said, much more sincere.

Cora furrowed her brows together. "How can I possibly trust _you_?" she questioned, threateningly. "You lied to me, Delphine. You kept so much of your life a shrouded mystery!"

Delphine cut her off, anger building slowly but surely. "I had to Cora! You are too young and too ignorant to handle the truth about me!"

"I am not a child anymore! A young girl's father was killed and a woman set out to make that killer pay!" she screamed, emotion boiling over and streaming down her face. Delphine was the closest thing she had to a friend, and she was keeping secrets from her. No one could be trusted in this godsforsaken place…except for Hiccup.

Cora glanced down at the sleeping Viking, still recovering from his battle wounds. "Hiccup saved my life. He is the reason I am alive with my head where it is, and he would never lead me astray…" she said confidently.

Delphine was silenced a moment, taken aback by the emotion that clogged in the elf's throat, but she jolted her mind back to reality. "No, he would Cora. You are the peppy sidekick to lead him along. When he finds his lover, he will kick you to the side faster than you can knock an arrow. He's _using_ you, how could you possibly every think he cared?"

"No," Cora replied, shaking her head in denial. "No Delphine, you're wrong. He told me himself, he was planning to stay here in the city, and let this whole thing go!"

Delphine snickered darkly. "He told you that? Hiccup? My dear, he was lying, he was never going to stay. The second you are out of his sight, he is going to fly away on that beast, find his lover, and leave. Leave _you._"

Cora shook her head again, feeling tears threaten to break free. She never used to cry, but now, her world was just flipped on it back, upside down, and backwards. She just let it happen as she stared back down at Hiccup. "No…no, Delphine, no!" she sputtered.

Delphine drilled her eyes into the elf. "When was the last time you looked at yourself? You're _Bosmer_," she spat. "And he is a Viking. A Viking prince, at that," she added evilly.

Cora was about to make another retort to cover up the incredible hurt she felt in her heart, but her attention was drawn to the unconscious man when she heard him groan in pain. It took all she could to not rush to his side, but she was too focused on trying to decide who was telling her the truth. He kept groaning, seemingly in pain, and mumble in cohesive words.

"Oh…" he grumbled, his face scrunching and his body rolling from side to side sickeningly. "Gods…gods no…As-" his voice trailed off as he moaned again. "Ast…Astr….Astrid…Astrid," he grumbled, followed by more moans of pain as sweat began to gather on his brow. "Need…Ast…love…need…please…"

Cora stood stunned as her heart fell into her toes and onto the ground, shattering into hundreds of pieces she knew she'd never be able to piece together again. The scars left there from the death of her father reopened, spattering darkness through her being and sending anguish pumping through her veins. He was saying her name…after he said he would stay in Skyrim with her…he said…_Astrid_.

She was breathing heavily, stomach heaving, and water with the thickness of blood began to roll down her cheeks. The temperature of the room rose 50 degrees in a matter of seconds, and Cora felt herself suffocating in the fiery pits of Oblivion. She refused to look Delphine in the eye as she quickly grabbed her things from inside the shrine and bust through the door into the square surrounded by a small river. She sprinted down to the main gate as fast as she could, ignoring the stares from curious bystanders and admiring fans. She threw the wooden gate open and stormed out into the emptiness of the plains.

When she was sure no one was looking, she began to sob uncontrollably. She was so stupid for trusting her heart; she needed to shove everyone out. If Hiccup could so easily break her heart, she needed to make sure no one deemed her inferior again. After a long while of crying over girlish desires, she stood up, and held her head up high, olive skin glowing in the golden sun. Her next stop was Windhelm, to find a little boy who needed someone killed. And she'd be damned if she didn't ride on her fame as the Dragon Slayer of Whiterun.
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Chapter 14: Future

Hiccup was standing in Toothless cove again, back at the age of 15 and in his bear-fur vest and forest green long-sleeved tunic. The beautiful Astrid Hofferson stood in front of him, positively glowing in the moonlight, but tears were in her ice blue eyes.

"Hiccup…don't leave me," she said desperately, holding out her hand.

"Astrid, I love you. I love you more than anything, and you know I always will, but you've been gone. Gone so long," he said, feeling a stinking in his cheeks.

She just stared blankly back at him, reaching out further. "That's only because you haven't found me! I'm somewhere!"

"No!" he said, stepping forward. "I've known it in my heart for a long time, you're gone, Astrid, you're…" he paused. "You're dead. I've tried so hard…I've wasted years of my life looking for you, my dear."

He looked up to see her staring at him, tears rolling down her perfectly pale and round cheeks, now flushed red. "Hiccup…"

He stopped her. "No, Astrid, you don't even look like this anymore. This," he gestured around the cove enthusiastically, "and you, is my imagination, all of it. I found someone, Astrid. She helps me live in reality, not here. Not cooped up in this cove with my memories."

Astrid just stood there, tears in her eyes, face staring intently at her savior. "Hiccup…Hiccup…Hiccup…" she kept repeating. Suddenly there was an edge to her voice, and she began yelling. "Hiccup! Hiccup!" Her voice was both distant, but get clearer and clearer. But it wasn't her voice…

Hiccup sat straight up on the stone bed, eyes wide and panting like he'd just sprinted a mile. A wet rag fell off of his forehead as he sat up, and he'd heard a bowl clatter on the ground followed by the splash of water. He turned to see a woman in yellow robes pushing herself up from the ground, her face plastered by worry and concern. She quickly rushed to Hiccup's side and placed her hand on his back to comfort him even though the man had just knocked her to the ground.

"I'm here to help, Hiccup, just take it easy. You were having horrible nightmares, so I woke you up, okay? Take it slow," she cooed.

Hiccup's head was throbbing horribly in his skull that felt a little too small, and the entire room around him was spinning violently. Had he not been sitting, he would have teetered over. He managed a weak nob before relying on her arms to guide him back to a lying position. He shivered in his cold sweat, and the monk gently laid a fur blanket over him before placing the cool cloth on his forehead again.

"Cora," he mumbled, mouth dry and his chest incredibly sore and pressured. "Cora, where is she?"

She monk turned to face him and smiled, stroking the hair out of his face and out of the way of the cloth. "She left, dear. Some trip to meet a friend in Windhelm," she said softly.

Satisfied with her answer, Hiccup licked his cracking lips with his dry tongue before closing his eyes and trying to relax, not caring where he was, so long as he could relax. The woman suddenly stilled from tucking him in and spoke up.

"And that…um…" she stuttered, "_Thing_ you have, the people attacked it, and last I heard it was with the Jarl in Dragonsreach."

Hiccup's eyes shot open. _Toothless_. "Oh gods, please tell me he is safe," he said desperately, fighting against her hands to stand up. All she did was shove him back down, which didn't take much effort in his state.

"Hiccup, you need to relax, it'll be fine. I'm sure the woman who came here to visit can explain everything."

Hiccup froze. "Who? Who is here to see me?"

Without another word, the monk stood aside to let a shadowy figure emerge from a corner of the shrine. She had been leaning against the wall with her arms folded across her chest just out of sight, and was now walking towards the Viking, allowing the sun to shine onto her face.

The young prince paled the moment he recognized her sadistic face in the light. His stomach started churning again, and his tightly balled fists were becoming cold and clammy. Sensing the sudden tension, the monk quickly said she'd give them space and then hurried out of the room.

Delphine tried to make herself look innocent to gain his trust, so she removed her hood and placed her hands at her sides. Hiccup was too stunned to even speak, although she knew she was the last person this amazing man was interested in seeing. She took a deep breath, before willing herself to speak.

"Dragonborn, we need to talk."

Hiccup glared at her, tossing off his blankets. He sat up, noticing that his midsection tingled and ached like something only vaguely familiar. He kindly ignored the sensation as he faced Delphine. "Ya, we do, but I'm not this 'Dragonborn'," he emphasized sarcastically with air quotation marks. "And I'm not going to pretend that I don't want to kill you right here for sending me to the block and almost killing my dragon. But I am going to ask, what happened to the dragon attacking here? I got lost in its gaze, and I was pretty sure he…" he gulped. "I was pretty sure he got me."

Delhpine sighed, but stiffened at the mention of his dragon. Instead, she chose to address his questions. "When you fell, Irileth's men were forced to take it down," she lied, trying to keep his mind clear of that mind-muddling elf. She needed him to concentrate.

He stared down at the ground and nodded sadly. "I should have done something different," he said, sighing in defeat.

Delphine cut of his track of self-loathing. "These dragons are different, Hiccup. There is no understanding them, and no taming them. They will destroy the world under our feet if they get the chance. They are smart, and ancient; far superior to any human. They see us more like how we see rats; pests; in need of extermination."

He shook his head harder, in some sort of denial, but the Nord woman continued.

"Our only hope is you, Hiccup. Our only hope is the Dragonborn, a person in the body of a human being but with the soul of the dragon. You are the only one capable of destroying the World Eater, Alduin. He threatens this entire province, and beyond, even beyond the empire to your home," she said, sounding desperate.

"Look, lady, I'm not doing anything for you, and I'm not going to trust one word you say," Hiccup spat, sounding incredibly bitter despite himself.

Hiccup was starting to light Delphine's short fuse. "Listen to me Hiccup. That yell you did? To call your dragon to your aid? It was a shout, something only the Dragonborn can perform without being taught at High Hrothgar by the Greybeards. It is an ancient Nord art, you see," she explained.

Hiccup continued to stare at the ground, trying to not let her words influence him. "I've practiced calling him for years on Berk," he said, "but I taught myself that."

"That is why we need you. You have the power to destroy Alduin and free the world from his claws. Only you…" she said.

The young Viking sighed before scoffing sarcastically. "Soul of a dragon," he repeated from earlier, "that's a new one."

"I'm serious! Why do you think your dragon is alive, Hiccup?" she blurted.

He snapped his head back to face the woman, brain still spinning and the world still wobbling. "So now this has to do with the life of my dragon?"

He turned to put his legs in front of him, hanging over the stone bed, then pushed himself up, all without taking his eyes off of her. Protective ice guarding him and the ones he cared about solidified in his emerald green eyes. They shined brilliantly with anger, power, and love. He took three surprisingly solid steps towards the woman and soon towered over her, his face inches away from her own.

Delphine never saw him stand, from dragging him out of the net and tying him to a chair. She never had the opportunity to see Hiccup as another human being. She now stood at eye level with his chest, instinctively backing up from his slender but intimidating frame. Between the way he wore his green tunic, exemplifying a toned chest, and the spark in his eyes that could light a fire, Delphine had no question as to why Cora was so smitten by him. To this, the woman sneered. _Boy_.

But still he intimidated her. She had been reading myths about the Dragonborn for her entire life, and when she finally came face to face with him, it took every bit of her training and self-worth to not fall to her knees and beg for forgiveness. She only took one back step before standing her ground, hand resting on her dagger for comfort.

"You tried to kill my dragon," Hiccup spat in her face. "You tried to take my best friend away from me, so you give me one good reason why I should believe you, trust you, or help you."

Delphine stood on her toes to get in his face, close enough that his eyes began to blur together. "Because we killed that beast," she said.

Hiccup's face instantly fell, and he turned an almost sickeningly green color. "The scars…that explains his scars…" he said quietly.

"The fact that he's alive just proves to me that dragons are being raised from the dead; by Alduin. He's building an army. Your dragon must have managed to escape, as he is not loyal to Alduin."

"So why am I needed? Irileth's men took down that dragon without me," he said, sitting back down completely dizzy with pain and confusion.

Delphine bit her lip. She pushed aside the feeling that told her that lying was not the best way to earn his trust. She started with a half lie. "How do you feel?" she asked.

Hiccup squinted his face in confusion before answering. "Fine, just a little dizzy. Although my chest does feel like it's being smashed with rocks," he snickered, tried to avoid the crushing pain.

"I figured," Delphine mused. "Absorbing a dragon's soul will do that to you."

Hiccup looked back up at her, confused. She continued to explain. "That is why we need you to destroy these dragons, Hiccup. They can't be brought back to life without a soul. We need a Dragonborn to end them for good."

"So…" he thought out loud, "I have a dragon's soul…inside of me. That explains things, actually." He felt this exact crushing force upon him when he woke up from his coma after killing the Red Death. He figured he must have absorbed her soul as well, using it help him form a Night Fury "shout," as Delphine called it. He was only able to better communicate with Toothless after the incident. It was all his speculation, but it would make sense.

He glanced over at Delphine, now shifting her weight onto her right foot, cocking out a hip. Her arms were crossed across her chest, and her eyes drilled deeply into him with both spite and fear. She reminded him a lot of Cora, which made him begin to trust this woman. He sighed deeply again, which was proving difficult with the tremendous weight on his meager body. He would be lying to himself if he said he didn't want to wake up under Cora's fiery but loving gaze.

"Alright," he finally spoke, once the silence in the room was almost too much to bear. "As soon as I am able, I am willing to listen to you and see how I can be of assistance to you, so long as you stay away from my dragon, and promise that he won't be in any danger wherever you drag me."

Delphine quickly nodded with a small grin. One dragon was a small price to pay for the savior of the entire world. Besides, she had so many things she wanted to ask Hiccup about in regards to his strange friend.

"Thank you, Hiccup, this is your future and your destiny. I will not lead you astray," she spoke in a strangely honest voice. "I spoke with the Jarl, and he heard that the Greybeards were summoning the Dragonborn to High Hrothgar. We will leave for there as soon as you are able. The journey will not be easy," she said.

To this, Hiccup nodded, still unable to believe that she had talked him into a remote state of trust. Delphine then left the room, and Hiccup was able to flop back down on the stone bed as easily as he could manage and think about how he was going to start a life in this city. Oh, and the fact that he was a walking talking dragon.
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Chapter 15: Windhelm

Cora leaned forward, trudging through the crumbly white ice at her feet and pushing against the biting wind. She tightened her grip around her midsection, pulling her swirling coat closer. The wind had pulled her hair out from under her helmet, and ice was gathering was in her obsidian hair. She looked upward, squinting against the snow, seeing the city of Windhelm slowly grow.

She had caught a ride from a hunter on the edge of the Pale, when things started getting really cold and hard to bear on foot. They had taken her a good distance, but dropped the elf like a wet bag of cement and left the second that the weather took a turn for the worse. The kind man warned her that to continue without shelter or rest was suicide, but the elf stubbornly dismissed him and pushed on into the blizzard.

Her tears for a certain Viking had frozen on her cheeks during the ride, and later, willed themselves to stay in her eyes. She had tried to stop thinking about him, but with no avail. She thought more and more about this mysterious Astrid that Delphine seemed to know when her name came off of Hiccup's lips. _Hiccup's lips…_

Cora shook her head, forcing herself back into reality. The wind was taking its toll on her, slicing through her armor and her flesh. She shut her eyes tightly as frostbite began to attack her extremities. She was shivering like mad under her heavy coat, and all she could think about was the warmth of Hiccup and the warmth of his dragon. She shivered roughly again.

After a few more steps, she looked up through squinted eyes to see the Windhelm stables no more than thirty paces away. She smiled to herself, pulling her coat in a little closer to herself. _That hunter was just being pathetic; I'm alive_.

The storm had died down when she reached to large gates guarding the city, allowing the elf to straighten out her armor and throw her large fur coat over her shoulder. She rubbed her hands together and breathed hot air on them, willing the numbness to leave. Placing her hair back into her helmet as best as she could, she pushed through the gates and the soldiers ogled at her. She rolled her eyes with a grin, hearing words like "no prisoners" and "dragon conqueror."

She entered the snowy and bleak city and cringed. Windhelm had always been too dark and dreary for her taste, due to the fact that nature, trees, and green was in her blood. She righted herself in the unfamiliar and hostile place, remembering that she was here to avenge her father's death. She felt herself tighten at the thought of him, dying in her arms, eyes wide with panic, and fear of the unknown.

She shook herself out of the memory, but it still haunted her in the back of her mind as it always did. "I'm strong. I am strong for you, daddy," she muttered to herself, and took a step forward into the unknown, the gate slamming behind her.

She was instantly met with the harsh words of a large bald Nord man, spewing lines of hurtful dialog at a dark elf woman. "Filthy Dunmer," he spat. "You don't belong here in this city meant for the superior race. We should have you driven out!" he sputtered, inching closer to the dark elf's face.

The woman simply avoided his advances with a graceful turn of her head, managing to stand her ground with incredible composure. Cora could see the woman biting her lip to keep her mouth shut.

To this, the man snickered evilly. "That's what I thought, you pathetic excuse for a creature."

The woman continued to say nothing, keeping her gaze fixated on the ground and away from the man, now invading her personal space with his insults. Cora bubbled with fury, knowing the pain of the woman standing before her all too well.

Before she could stop herself, she was marching over to the couple, bow equipped in her hands. "Oi!" she shouted, catching the attention of the two. The man looked more than annoyed, standing up to his full height after crouching to get closer to the woman in question. The dark elf simply glared at the man now staring at Cora, straightening out her clothes and trying to retain her dignity.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Cora spat, itching to get her left hand behind her back and on an arrow.

The man huffed indignantly. "Come on, the elf deserved it. This is a city built for the Nord race. Everyone knows that," he said confidently, thumping his fists on his chest.

To this, Cora ground her teeth together and removed her helmet with her left hand, exposing her ears and her eyes more clearly to the man. She tossed the helmet down in the snow before knocking an arrow and pointing it at the man. He instinctively shot his hands into the air in surrender, completely at the mercy of the woman.

"Want to say that again, big guy?" Cora sneered, still moving in to face the man. He began to back up, nervously staring at the tip of the arrow currently pointed at his chest.

"You're a crazy bitch!" He yelled, panic creeping into his features.

Cora grinned. _I'll kill him for kicks._

But suddenly her mind was invaded with smoldering yet icy emerald eyes. He stared down at her in her imagination, making her shiver. She pressed her lips into a line, stretching her arm back, prepping herself to fire.

But there was no escape. His eyes stared into her soul again, and she recognized the love and compassion that made him…Hiccup. The subtle way he would rub his dragon with affection, or the way he stroked the picture of his doomed bride-to-be, or the way he saved her life by hauling her aboard when he didn't have to. He pulled a complete stranger onto his best friend rather than leaving her behind to be killed by the Imperial Legion. He was her reason for her second chance at finding that killer. She owed him this. He would want her to put the bow down. She almost felt his calming hand on her back, whispering in her ear that he knew that she was more than a heartless killer, and more than a slave to her memories. She almost believed him.

She took a deep breath to clear her head of all other thoughts besides the tough bow string pulled back in her fingers and the arrow that lay knocked with the power to kill. With one more calming breath, she let the arrow fly.

The arrow buzzed inches away from the head of the frantic man and landed in the wooden post holding up the side of a stone building, the iron head burying deep into the frame work. Other people walking in the streets turned at the sound of the arrow whizzing, ogling at the elf with fear. The man that was just a few seconds ago in the crosshairs glanced at the arrow, then back to Cora, his pale face plastered with horror.

Cora lowered her bow. "Walk away," she said coldly.

The man did not need to be asked twice, as he was already frantically running down an alley to escape the gaze of the elf, the fury of her bow, and her deadly aim. Seeing him run, Cora turned, scooped up her helmet, and began walking away from the scene before someone got the guards.

She glanced at the dark elf who stood completely awestruck in her presence, and brushed by her before attempting to find the Aretino house. Just as she was a few paces away, she heard the snow crunching behind her.

"Wait!" the dark elf spoke, breaking into a slight jog to catch up with Cora. With a small groan, Cora turned around the face the woman.

"I am not going to stand her and praise you for being my savior," the woman began in a harsh tone, but Cora smiled. She liked the woman's rough determination to stay strong, much like herself.

"But I do want to say thank you for scaring the crap out of that oaf," she giggled. "And I wanted to offer you my services in the city. Anything you need, let me know."

Cora let out a sigh. "I will not stand by and watch suffering. Too many people have walked by me without a second glance," she said.

To this, the other elf nodded in understanding and in respect. "Of course, sister."

Cora licked her lips and sucked up her pride for a moment. "I need to find the Aretino residence. I need to speak to their son."

The dark elf looked back up to stare into Cora's eyes. Her eyes widened for a moment, and she took a small step back to add some distance between herself and Cora, clearing her throat. "I see…well…" she stuttered again. "Um…of course," she finally spoke.

Cora tilted her head, confused as to her sudden nervous actions.

The dark elf continued to stare at the ground to avoid Cora's eyes. "Take this ally on your right, and travel up until you find a turn to your right again. That should lead you to his house. First on the left," she mumbled. Then, without another word, the dark elf shuffled away, seemingly ashamed of giving her directions to the boy's house.

Cora grinned maliciously, knowing she was on the right track to infiltrating the Dark Brotherhood. As she began walking in the snow once more with the directions she was given, Cora could not ignore that constant tugging at her stomach. She tried to bury it deeper, but the warm and nagging feeling just became stronger. She was thinking about Hiccup again.

For the first time, she didn't feel weak by letting someone live. She felt empowered, stronger, and like she was in more control of her life than she ever had been. She burned hotter inside, knowing that Hiccup would be proud. The dragon rider. The Dragonborn. Her savior. The heat he sparked in her kept her moving through the freezing cold that she hated oh so much about Skyrim.

_No Cora, focus._ She cleared her head of the Viking for what felt like the hundredth time today, and thought about her father once again. She clutched her bow tightly and moved forward with heightened energy and vigor.

_One kill. One kill and I get to uncover who murdered my father._

000000000000000000000000000000000

Cora carefully knelt on the ground with her tongue stuck out to the side in concentration, lock picking her way into the Aretino house. After knocking for the eighth time with no avail, the elf had rolled her eyes, gotten out her tools, and gone to work. With one final crack and twist, the knob jerked, and Cora was able to open the door and push into the house.

She made her way into the gloomy entryway, overcome with the smell of blood and rotting human flesh in the darkness. She felt the need to retch at the awful stench as she put her arm up to her face to cover her nose and close the door behind her.

The house was particularly quiet, but a small murmur was coming from upstairs. Carefully and with her bow in her hands, Cora traveled up the stairs and the murmurs became clearer.

"Sweet mother, sweet mother," a young boy's voice chanted. "Send your child onto me, for the sins of the unworthy must be baptized in blood and fear."

Cora cringed at how morbid the chant was, but continued on her path towards his voice and the horrible smell of decrepit human. She neared the top of the stairs where candles were lit all over the dark and windowless room. The boy began again.

"Sweet mother, sweet mother, send your child onto me, for the sins of the unworthy must be baptized in blood and fear. Sweet mother, sweet mother…" the boy repeated, seemingly without taking a breath.

The elf clutched her bow tighter and rounded the corner, giving her a better view of the boy. His voice was the only thing to break the silence in the room, and he rocked slowly back and forth in a small room branching off of a larger one at the top of the stairs.

He bowed before a skeleton, surrounded by candles, along with a dark purple flower, an iron dagger, and various pieces of human body parts. Cora felt the urge to retch again, but slowly came up to the mumbling boy and tapped him on the back. "Are you alright?" the elf spoke slowly.

He turned around quickly and suddenly, but after seeing Cora's drawn bow and impressive armor, his eyes filled with joy and a smile crept onto his face. "You've come at last! I knew you would!" He yelled, jumping to his feet to stare at the elf. "It worked! I knew you'd come, I just knew it!"

Cora watched as he grotesquely jumped in circles, hands above his head, around the rotting flesh. "Calm down, kid," she said, but the boy did not stop smiling and completely ignored her remark.

"I did the Black Sacrament, over and over. With the body, and the…things," he said, glancing down at his work with pride. "And then you came! An assassin from the Dark Brotherhood!" he screamed, dancing in excitement again.

Cora smiled with the boy this time, knowing she was close to infiltration. "Of course I am," she replied snidely.

To this the boy jumped faster, his heart pumping with both fear and adrenaline. "Of course you are!" he repeated. "I prayed, and you came, and now you'll accept my contract!"

"Of course I will, young lad, of course I will. Tell me though, why do you want a contract with the Brotherhood?"

Avrentus looked down sorrowfully. "My mother, she…" he paused, "she died. I…I'm all alone now. So they sent me to that terrible orphanage in Riften. Honorhall," he sputtered with spite, angry for not being in control of his own life. "The headmistress is an evil, cruel woman. They called her Grelod the Kind. But she's not kind. She terrible. To all of us." He looked up bashfully into the eyes of the elf, then shot his eyes back down to the ground, nudging the dagger with the side of his foot softly as he swayed.

"So I ran away, and came home," he continued. "And preformed the Black Sacrament. Now you're here! And you can kill Grelod the Kind!" he said, enthusiastic once more.

Cora nodded to the boy, before placing her fist over her chest in solute, proving that she was in the boy's service now. She couldn't help but feel that she was helping this boy cope with his hard and unfortunate life, even if she was just using him.

The boy leaned closer to the elf, seeing her agreement to the contract. "Please hurry. To be honest, I'm kind of lonely here. As much as I hated being sent to Honorhall, I really miss my friends there…" he trailed, keeping his eyes on the ground.

Cora felt her heart expand, understanding the boy's struggle with loneliness and the death of a parent. He was human after all…He was just a scared little boy.

She left the warm stench of the house with a last goodbye to Avrentus, and clarifications on directions to the orphanage. She walked into the blistering crisp cool air of Skyrim with the pull of a door, icy air brushing against her entire body. She shivered, shocked by the temperature change, and pulled her cloak close around her.

She set out, ignoring the stares she received from the passersby. The looked after her in fear and in confusion, seeing her exit the house of that evil and possessed little child, but she could care less, knowing she was one step closer to solving the biggest puzzle of her life. That didn't stop her from picking up the pace as her cheeks lit on fire, feeling dozens of eyes burning holes in her armor.

Pulling out a small map she kept tucked into her breast bindings, she searched for the best road to the city of Riften. She threw open the gates to Windhelm, not waiting for the assistance of the guards. She walked down the bridge, continuing to ignore the stares. When she came to the crossroad branching west and south, she took the southern route, choosing to follow the river.


	16. Chapter 16: Making Friends

**Hey readers! A****nother update, coming your way. Has anyone else missed Hiccup? I have, haha. And it's time for Toothless to take the stage for a little while. ****Dracologistmaster****, answers are coming :) Read and review! Hope you enjoy!**

Chapter 16: Making Friends

As soon as Hiccup was able to walk without the help of the priestess and without toppling over, he had made his way to Dragonsreach to reunite with his best friend. It had been several days of wondering how the dragon was doing, and if he was alright. Finally, the Viking had enough, tired of feeling lethargic and useless. The stairs to Dragonsreach had been a bit of a challenge, and Hiccup was beginning to think that he was getting ahead of himself, but he conquered them just the same.

He threw open the doors of the large building, and was guided upstairs and into a massive chamber with an equally large balcony after being welcomed proudly with claps on the back. The Night Fury, who was lightly dozing in the corner, turned to see what the commotion was, and sprang into action as soon as he recognized Hiccup. He was more than eager to see the young Viking alive and well, and proceeded to run over, tongue out to the side, and knock him to the ground to slobber him with kisses. This was met with a laugh by the young man and by the men in the hall.

Hiccup repeated thanked the Jarl for helping Toothless, practically kissing his feet and offering him any riches he desired as well as his services, being a lifelong blacksmith, but the man just laughed with an upheld hand. "Please, Hiccup, do not thank me," he said. "It was my pleasure to have him as our guest. Many of my men have grown quite fond of him. They enjoyed when he lit their torches before their nightly guard shifts." He laughed again. "Just try and get some food in him. He hasn't eaten in days, and he is restless during the nights. I assume he was missing his master," the Jarl said, nodding in Hiccup's direction with a grin.

To this, Hiccup let out a giggle. "I am his best friend, your lordship, not his master. No one is _that one's_ master," he said sarcastically. He glanced over to see him pouncing along the corridor, making gurgling noises, flying equipment clanking, while he chased a laughing Irileth playfully. Hiccup's heart just about melted out of his chest.

The Jarl grinned wider, but stood straighter. "And I respect that, young Hiccup," he said. He coughed lightly to regain his attention, as the young man was captivated by the enjoyment the entire room was getting out of his beloved dragon. Snapping out of his trance, he turned back towards the man.

The Jarl continued. "In honor of your bravery and sacrifice, I offer you a humble abode here in the city, if you were planning on settling down for a while. I know you are planning on visiting the Greybeards with Delphine."

Hiccup nodded in confirmation. "That is the plan, and thank you, for the home," he grinned. "I was planning on staying for a while, I just need to find a way to send a letter home to my father."

"For you, young Dragonborn, anything," the Jarl said honestly. "We are forever in your debt, and for that, I am also naming you Thane of Whiterun."

Hiccup shot his head up, eyes widening. "Oh, sir! No I-"

The Jarl held up his hand to silence him. "You've earned this title," he interrupted. "So please, do not offend me in denying this honor." He smiled, lowering his hand.

Hiccup ran a hand through his hair, a blush creeping into his cheeks. "Yes, sir, then thank you. For this honor, I mean. And for keeping Toothless safe, and for the house, and for the letter, ya kinda just for everything."

The Jarl laughed again. "Thank you, for summing that up," he said matter-of-factly.

Hiccup cocked his head, hearing his familiar line said by the man. They really more alike than Hiccup initially thought.

With one last clasp in the young man's shoulder and a drop of his new house keys in his hand, the Jarl turned to leave. "Oh, and I will send you word if I catch wind of Cora."

Hiccup grinned in appreciation that the Jarl could somehow read his mind as well. "Thanks, Jarl Balgruf. That would be great."

The old man threw Hiccup a wink before disappearing in the doorway, his guards and servants shuffling out after him.

"Lucky," said a sultry and playfully teasing voice from behind Hiccup. He turned to face Irileth. "He never talks to me like that. Looks like you bring out the inner goosh inside of that old cantankerous man," she said through a smile, and Hiccup snorted, trying to hide a laugh. The dark elf simply threw back her head in a deep and heartfelt laugh at her own comment.

Just then, Toothless pushed his head into Irileth's lower back from behind, catching her slightly off balance. She stumbled forward to catch herself, but quickly righted herself to turn around and scratch the dragon's chin. Toothless rolled his head back in bliss to allow her better access, his back leg thumping rapidly behind him.

The dark elf chuckled. "Alright, you caught me. Looks like I'm it then, huh Toothless?"

The dragon purred in response, still enjoying the scratching, eyes rolled back.

Irileth rubbed his large head for another moment, then turned back to Hiccup, her face positively glowing. The Viking grinned widely, loving how his dragon managed to bring out the inner softy in even the hardest of stone cold people.

"Better get him out of here," she spoke almost sadly. "Farengar has been trying to stab at him to collect samples, and the poor little guy has spent hours holding his mouth open just so the crazy wizard can take a look inside," she chuckled, revisiting the memory of Farengar's front half inside of Toothless' mouth, ooo-ing and ahh-ing at whatever the hell was in there. The dragon just looked at her with eyes that pleaded for help.

Hiccup grinned before nodding. His eyes turned to his dragon, who sat behind Irileth, head cocked to the side. Even though he looked more than happy, he could see the exhaustion and worry clouded in his otherwise sharp green eyes. "How does a nice basket of plump salmon sound, bud?"

The dragon's pupils widened at the thought before he pushed down his front half like a dog preparing to play, and made a small mewing noise that told Hiccup it was time for a meal.

"Alright then, buddy, let's go," he said, and turned to leave with the dragon at his heals.

"Feel free to come back any time Toothless, you are always welcome here!" Irileth called from behind them.

To this, Toothless turned and ran back to his new friend, giving her one more head nuzzle and forehead-to-forehead rub before trotting back to catch up with Hiccup. Irileth watched the pair leave before turning around to see the guards snickering at having witnessed their leader let her guard down.

So shook her head with a grin before standing up tall. "All of you! Back to work!"

00000000000000000000000000000000

"Hold out your hand, let him know he can trust you," Hiccup said, patting Toothless' head from the side, his arms slid around his best friend's shoulders.

Delphine stood with a puzzled look on her face, crossing her arms tighter against her chest and gazing at anything but the dragon standing in front of her. She stared at the bushes of the plains, and the walls of Whiterun in the distance, but not the scaly brute who shot her dirty glances and had growled threateningly at her four times now. It had taken a shout from Hiccup and his comfort to calm Toothless down when he first lay eyes on Delphine again, knowing she was the one responsible for sending Hiccup to his death.

She squinted her eyes, willing herself to stare into his green eyes for a brief moment. "But _I_ don't trust _him_," she spat, more at the dragon than Hiccup. She did not want to inch any closer to the beast, and averted her eyes as soon as she was done speaking.

Hiccup sighed, rolling his eyes. He had been trying to convince the stubborn woman that Toothless was nothing to be afraid of or threated by all day since he left Dragonsreach, but still had not made any progress.

"Well, Delphine, you're going to need to deal with it, he's our ride to High Hrothgar, unless you like climbing incredibly tall snowy mountains for hours on end," he said sarcastically, his frustration growing. She had told him the location of this ancient place they were traveling to, and he told her that that there was absolutely no way he would be trudging through the snow with his missing leg. He was taking Toothless, and that was final.

The woman grunted, still looking away from the pair. "There is no way in Oblivion I am getting on that thing."

Toothless grumbled low in his core, turning his eyes back to Hiccup, searching for answers as to what he was doing wrong. He patted his head, comforting him.

"I am going to be here for a few days while Toothless recovers his strength. You have until then to become friends. He really isn't that bad," he tried to convince.

Delphine snorted in response. "You know, I never imagined the Dragonborn to be so bossy. Or annoying," she mumbled.

Hiccup hunched his shoulders forward, close to defeat. "I am doing this for you, you know. Do I want to go to some cold mountain to be taught how to yell at people in a super cool way by creepy old guys in robes? No. I'd rather stay here with my dragon and pound on some metal."

To this, Delphine turned her head, eyeing the dragon conspicuously, then turned away, feeling like an idiot. "I killed him, Hiccup. Why would he trust me?"

Hiccup stared at his best friend for a moment, looking deeply into his comforting and loving green eyes. Toothless made a huffing noise, telling Hiccup to continue.

Hiccup sighed. "I shot down Toothless to try and get a girlfriend when I was 15," he admitted honestly, chuckling at how stupid that sounded to him now. "Shot him clean out of the night sky with some crazy contraption. And that is why he is missing part of his tail, and he needs all this gear to be able to fly."

Delphine looked back, amazed at the compassion, the hurt, the love, and yet the guilt, all bundled on Hiccup's face at once.

"But I am standing here only because of this dragon," he continued, glancing carefully at his metal leg. "I was so close to killing him after I maimed him so horribly, taking away the only freedom he had. Yet here we are," he said, flailing his arms out to the side happily. "We are best friends, would give our lives for each other, and trust each other completely." He glanced back down at his dragon with a genuine smile on his face and held out his hand. The Night Fury rumbled in agreement before closing his eyes and pressing his snout into his hand, scooting closer with a snuggle.

"So he would forgive you, Delphine, if you just gave him a chance," Hiccup pleaded.

With a defeated sigh and more feeling than she'd care to admit, Delphine turned and dropped her hands to her side. "Fine, I will give it a shot," she said, seemingly halfheartedly.

Hiccup stood up straight and smiled wide, but Delphine held out an accusatory finger and squinted her eyes to silence his sudden hope. "The dragon gets one chance. If he bites my hand off or I feel any indication of a fireball, I'm walking, and I'm going to trail your scrawny ass up that mountain by your ear. Got it?" She cocked an eyebrow to ask for his understanding.

Hiccup laughed. "No no, he won't do that. Being dragged through the snow is not high on my to-do list."

Delphine grumbled. "Fine…"

The woman took a deep breath and moved her right foot in front of her left, slowly but surely betraying her instincts and years of training. She stuck out her hand as Hiccup had, and began taking small cautious steps towards the dragon. She shuffled her feet in the dirt, nervous about getting too close.

Toothless, who was too busy admiring his best friend, suddenly realized her approach, and turned his body defensively to put himself between the woman and Hiccup. He rumbled low in his chest with anger, almost pulling back his black lips to reveal sharp white teeth.

Delphine kept her hand outstretched, taking another step forward, but Toothless only backed up to keep the distance, his chest pushing against Hiccup.

"Look, dragon…" she began. She felt like a complete moron, and glanced up to Hiccup with a perplexed and confused face, questioning what to do.

Hiccup giggled, completely calm with the situation, and made a hand motion, ushering her to continue.

Delphine turned her gaze back to the dragon who began coiling himself into a defensive position, seemingly prepping to strike. She gulped and took a deep breath. "Toothless, I am sorry for the way I treated you. How I treated Hiccup, too. But you're both here, and together," she soothed.

Instantly the dragon's eyes widened from the menacing slits they were into wide and deep black pupils. She saw his muscles relax, no longer tightly wound or ready to pounce and rip her throat out.

Delphine let out a relieved guffaw to see the beast relax. "That's it, boy, that's it," she cooed, moving closer. "That's a good dragon." _Step._ "I know I was wrong." _Step_. "You and Hiccup are going to save the world."

Finally, her hand inches away from his snout, she could feel the sudden spurts of his hot breath on her hand. Taking a leap of faith, the turned her head away and bit her lip while still willing herself to relax. Much to her surprise, Toothless almost instantly pressed the tip of his nose against her hand.

Delphine felt as though lightning had entered her through the palm of her hand and traveled the length of her body. The dragon's snout was incredibly warm, but his scales were seemingly cold when exposed to the air. She shuttered at the complicated physical sensation she was experiencing, and the connection she felt herself making with the animal.

She turned her head back just as Toothless was opening his eyes, filled with innocence, but still maintaining some sort of hesitance. She met Hiccup's eyes at once.

"That was amazing," she said coolly.

Hiccup shrugged. "My reaction too. And you chose your words carefully, he always calms down when you apologize. But you did threaten me, Delphine, it's going to take a while for him to trust you. It's going to take a while for me to learn to trust you too, to be honest."

Delphine understood and nodded. That much she knew for sure. She was now had some form of control over the situation, and her training as a member of the Blades kicked in. She flipped her hood up to shroud her face. "Two days. We leave for High Hrothgar in two days," she said, before giving an uncharacteristic smile to Toothless, and turning to leave.

Hiccup watched her jog off in the direction of the city, silently holding his breath as he watched her disappear. Now alone with his friend, Hiccup spewed his breath out and hunched his shoulders. "Well, bud, it is definitely a start." He rubbed the dragon's head lightly again. "But if anything happens to me, or if you feel threatened, or even if she takes us on a wrong turn, you know what to do."

The dragon nodded in agreement, dropping his act, furrowing his brow together and almost grinning at the thought of suddenly breaking into a barrel roll and watching her take a nasty tumble off of his back.

Hiccup traced a hand over Toothless' scars, and the dragon grumbled uncomfortably. He suddenly felt sick that he was allowing that woman close to him or his Night Fury, but at the moment, he had no choice but to follow her lead.

"I don't like that she kills dragons for a living either, bud. Or Vikings for that matter," he grumbled. "But I'm not a lost and idiot child anymore, Toothless. I know how to handle myself," he said, puffing out his chest for emphasis.

The dragon scoffed in return, a smile almost playing on his scaly lips. He shook his head with a small sneeze that sounded mildly like laughter.

Hiccup leaned away indignantly, placing his hands on his hips. "Ya, thanks for the ego boost, you useless reptile."


	17. Chapter 17: A Pint of Mead for the Lass

**Good day, readers! :D Brand new chapter about Cora, thinking about Hiccup like she always tends to do. But well well well, it looks like she's run into a familiar face. A bit of language in the second half. Read, enjoy, and review!**

Chapter 17: A Pint of Mead for the Lass

Cora crossed a small bridge and passed the well-known bar in Riften, moving forward into the town square. Her eyes remained peeled for a sign of Honorhall Orphanage. Her bow was slung comfortably on her back, and she felt somewhat confident, moving through the city. Being in control of that man's life in Windhelm, but ultimately letting him live was a new high for her. She toyed with the idea of life and death in her mind, spinning between how much she could control and how much she couldn't. But she knew one thing: Grelod was going to die today, and by her hands.

The elf had come a long way along the river, but made camp every night, staying well fed with the abundance of dear and mudcrab. It reminded her of her long journey from Valenwood to the province of Skyrim that she traveled in solitude for years, but only now was it beginning to feel lonely.

She traded for supplies like arrows, but came across an unclaimed bandit's chest, happy to find over 200 gold, various vegetables, and a shiny new Elven bow just waiting to be claimed. As much as she was overjoyed, they were all just objects. Her true prize was a walking talking human, soon to be another body at her feet.

She made her way into the town square, admiring the city, as horribly picturesque as she remembered it. As if on cue, she felt the gingerly rub of a hand against her inner thigh, ghosting over a small pocket and attempting to lift whatever contents was stored there. An untrained civilian would have continued to walk through the town without a care in the world, but Cora rolled her eyes with a grin before stopping in her tracks and turning around.

"Hand it over, Bryn," she said coyly, placing a flat palm out in front of her, an unamused look plastered on her face.

A tall and brooding man with untamed red hair and a cocky smile met the stare of the elf who had turned around to face him. "Good to see you haven't lost your spark, eh Lass?" he said coolly, dropping the coins back into her hand with a clink.

Cora clasped her fist around the coins, smiling back up into his face, cocking her head. "Keep your friends close, your enemies closer, and your coin strapped to your body in a hard to reach place," she mimicked in her best Irish accent.

He laughed at her comment, but was happy to hear that she remembered her training. "That's my Cora," he said, pulling her into a tight hug.

A young girl of 19 stumbled into the Rift one night, lost and without a sense of direction. Or, at least she seemed that way. A wooden bow was slung on her dirtied shoulders, but the girl looked incredibly exhausted. Spotting her in the town, Brynjolf instantly pitied the young girl, and let her stay the night in a small house he had near the river for when he wasn't staying in the Cistern with his thieving family. He had even caught her a few salmon in the river and purchased some milk for the elf to see how she was feeling that fine morning, just to open his house to find her gone, his safe cracked and his wardrobes searched.

Instead of calling the guards, he simply admired. The work he was seeing in his house was beyond the expertise he had expected from such an innocent looking girl. He chuckled to himself, wandering back outside. "Well played, Lass, well played," he grinned, looking around. "And thief to thief, I know you're out here. If you're anything like me, you like to admire your work. Am I right?" He asked.

There was silence for a moment before a testing finger poked the man in the shoulder, prodding against tight and tough leather armor. He turned around and looked down at the girl who wasn't there before, glad to see her eyes full of bright color and her face plastered with determination. She no longer looked so beaten, and he was relieved to know her misery was an act. She had so much promise.

Brynjolf was drawn to her with fascination. He admired her bravery in being all alone, taking on the world for herself. The independence and strength he saw in her eyes defied her age. He smiled, strangely feeling the urge to protect her, while at the same time, train her, and make her ready for the world. It was so confusing to him. He wanted to guide her, though he immediately knew that she did not needed his help to take care of herself.

She cocked her head. "Then you're my kind of man, _good_ sir," she emphasized sarcastically.

He continued to stare down at her before thrusting out his hand. "Brynjolf," he said.

She giggled at his accent, only making her seem much more innocent. However she wasn't, all at the same time. This young girl was so confusing, but in the best way possible.

He smiled as she grasped his hand tightly. "And have I got a business venture for you, young Lass."
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"He sounds like a twat," Brynjolf said with another swig of his mead, eying the elf on the other side of the table carefully from over his tankard.

She squinted her eyes, grasping her own mug tightly, but it only caused the Nord to smile over the lip of his drink. "He is not, Brynjolf. He's just so…Hiccup," she said sentimentally, looking down into her amber mead with a blush growing in her cheeks. Even though she was surrounded by the familiar atmosphere of the Ragged Flagon, she still felt embarrassed heat rising into her face.

Brynjolf set his cup down before chuckling to himself. "Never going to get used to that name."

Cora narrowed her eyes again, pink disappearing from her olive flesh. "Don't get testy on me, Bryn," she hissed in warning.

"What?" he asked sarcastically, lifting his shoulders up in question. "It's funny, Lass."

The elf rolled her eyes. "Better get used to the fact that the Dragonborn who is going to save your ass is named Hiccup," she said before gulping down a swig of alcohol.

"Ya, sure sure," he said, waving a dismissive hand in her direction. "But he's got that blonde Lass he's hunting for. So why not just let him go? Move on. You're pretty enough to land any man in the province," he said, throwing a playful wink in her direction to give her confidence. Brynjolf had always been good at showing the elf the beauty that still lay inside of her.

Cora giggled before she sighed. It was a simple question that seemed to have an awfully complicated answer. "I don't know, Bryn," she started. "He saved my life. Granted, he saved my life in a crazy and stupid way, but he didn't just leave me there to die. That has to mean something."

"Then you saved his life, Lass," Brynjolf reminded her.

Cora nodded her head, but then dismissed the idea quickly.

When Brynjolf remained quiet, she continued, furrowing her brows. "I can't get him out of my mind. It's not lust, I know that's what you were thinking; it's just a fascination with what he is hiding under the surface. He…" she paused. "He just helps me live in the here and now, you know? He makes me forget that I am just this hollow person pilling up bodies just to find another to add to the pile. I forget that I fight blood with more blood when I'm around him."

Brynjolf was quiet. "You aren't that, Lass, there's so much more to you than that. I think that's what this Viking boy is finally managing to get through your thick skull." He took a large gulp of his drink.

Cora let out a breath she didn't know she was holding in. "If you say so. I still think I'm just a servant to the memories I carry with me each and every day."

The large Nord man set his mug aside and leaned forward, clasping her free hand tightly in both of his. "You don't have to be that, Lass, and I know your father wouldn't want you here risking your life and the lives of others just to avenge him in some quest for glory. He raised a strong, skilled, and beautiful Bosmer daughter, even if she is stubborn always with something to prove."

She smiled at him tenderly as she removed her hand from her drink and placed it on top of his. "You've been telling me that since the day we met, Bryn, and I think I'm at a place where I am willing to listen."

The redhead smiled broadly before pulling his hands away, resting them flat on the wood table. He leaned back in his chair with a sigh, cocking an eyebrow at Cora. "How can this guy crack you wide open in a week after almost dying, riding a dragon, and pining for his lost love?"

Cora looked back down at her cup. "I haven't quite figured that out yet. But he reminds me of me; a dedicated soul, a rule-breaker, a crusader for the ones he loves…" she trailed off. "But there's love and compassion there unlike anything I've ever seen. It's confusing, and maddening, and horrible. I want to stand by his side through everything, but I also want him to walk away intact and leave me with all I have left in my life."

Brynjolf sighed. "You were a hell of a puzzle to figure out when I first met you too, Cora, but you were never forced to be a servant to your father's murder, you chose to be. Same as him; he chose his path, but from the way you're describing this…Hiccup," he said with a small grin. "He sounds like he's ready to let go of his mysterious Lass; let her memory rest in Sovngarde. He's ready to heal, aside for the occasional bad dream."

She nodded, understanding Hiccup's dream mumbling. Like her father's death, his mission was a subconscious part of his being. That didn't mean it dominated his mind. "And I think I am too. I think we can let go together. We have each other," she said, but the words felt foreign on her tongue.

Brynjolf nodded. "And tell him that. You've built up a wall, Lass. Let him take it down."

Cora nodded, promising herself to return to Whiterun as soon as the sun was up to visit Hiccup again, praying that he was well and away from Delphine. Her stomach turned when she remembered the betrayal. She looked into Brynjolf's calm green eyes, and it helped her to remember the good in life.

However, her stomach dropped suddenly, remembering what she came here to do. She had made a promise to a little boy, and no matter what she had decided on her father's murder, she intended on keeping it. But then she would walk away. She would walk and find her Dragonborn, and they could conquer the world together, making each other stronger. She would walk away from this worthless life she lived for a man who lay buried in the ground for 4 years. His memory lay plastered in her mind, same as the horrible actions of his death, but the incentive to keep going on this murder spree lessened.

Cora then sat up straight, staring the man in the eyes, and held up her drink in a toast. "To love. To acceptance."

With a grin, Brynjolf raised his arm and clanked his glass with hers. The pair threw their heads back to gulp down the sweet mead.

"And next time," Brynjolf added, whipping his mouth with the back of his hand, "don't leave for a year, Lass. Even Sapphire misses you."

"Heard that. It's a lie" said the woman in question, passing by the pair enjoying a drink in the corner of the Flagon.

The two shared a laugh.


	18. Chapter 18: High Hrothgar

**Hello all, hope you are having a fantastic day. I have actually had this chapter done for a few days, but it was just so important to the story that I needed to seriously mess with it. But here it is, close to perfection! :D Special thanks to Dracologistmaster for making this chapter what it is! Enjoy and leave a review, I want to hear what you guys think!**

**FUN FACT: Hiccup's flame sword is meant to convince other dragons that he is one of them, allowing him to earn their trust or defend himself.**

Chapter 18: High Hrothgar

Delphine sat with her foot pumping away, rotating the grinding stone at the blacksmith's shop next to the Whiterun front gate. She held the edge of her Blade's sword to the stone and watched as sparks licked off the side of the metal, sharpening the blade. She tilted her head to view a different angle, then lifted the blade off to examine it with a gentle finger. She held it up to the light and squinted, seeing it gleam in the sun against its polished surface. She gave the thin blade a slash in the air for good luck, then glanced at Hiccup who was standing in front of his house with his dragon.

He was looking down, buckling thick leather bracers to himself, along with a thin Elven dagger that was now resting on his hip. A strange metal handle was strapped to his leg as well, much to the confusion of Delphine. His face was solemn as he continued to ready himself.

She cocked her head when his dragon prodded his nose into his side in concern, checking if his rider was okay. The young man smiled, resting a hand on his beast's head with a nod and a short explanation as to his nervous behavior. Toothless nodded, almost like he was comprehending him and empathizing with his human emotions. Delphine thought this the most interesting of all of his Dragonborn skills; the ability to bond with the creatures.

Just as she was going to tell the Dragonborn it was time to leave, a young girl bounded over to him, holding up a small blue mountain flower, her mom trailing behind her, giggling.

She tugged at bottom of his leather armor to catch his attention, so Hiccup knelt down to be at eye level with the girl and accepted the flower with a large grin, mumbling a small thank you that had her wiggling with joy. Quickly, she snatched it in her small hands again, just to push his hair back, and place the flower behind his ear. He laughed again before playfully flexing his muscles, sarcastically showing how manly he was with the girl's flower accessory in his ragged auburn hair. He wiggled his eye brows at the young girl humorously, and she laughed before running behind her mother, peaking at Hiccup from between her legs.

Hiccup chuckled and rose to his feet, now facing her dark-featured and flirtatious mother. She said something, and gestured a hand in Toothless' direction, who was letting the little girl lightly stroke the warm hard scales of his leg. He lowered his head down to the little girl, allowing her to pet his head. She laid a trusting hand on the tip of his nose and the dragon responded to the touch by huffing hot breath out of his nostrils into her face, blowing her hair to the side. The girl squealed in happiness, before wrapping her arms around Toothless' snout, closing her eyes and rubbing her cheek against him lovingly.

Hiccup and the girl's mother laughed at the adorable interaction, and the woman used this opportunity to take a step closer to Hiccup. He was instantly blushing madly and stepping clumsily away from her advances, running a hand through his hair and almost tripping over his own legs. She changed the subject quickly, asking a question and gesturing again to Toothless. Hiccup straightened and began to answer.

Soon the Nord woman was swaying back and forth seductively, biting her lip and coiling a strand of her dark black hair around her index finger as he talked enthusiastically about his dragon with wild and excited gestures. When he noticed her more than subtle behavior after pausing for a moment, he blushed a maddening color of crimson and dropping his gaze to the ground. She could see his hands stuttering over his chest plate, aching to pull out that picture of his lost girlfriend, though he ultimately refused to.

Delphine scoffed and rolled her eyes before standing, sheathing her sword. "I can't watch this."

She began to walk over to the Dragonborn, just to see the Jarl himself get to him first. The flirting woman instantly righted herself, and gave a small bow of respect before leaving the two together, ushering her daughter away from Toothless. The young girl blew the dragon kisses and waved goodbye.

He watched them leave before giving a knowing grin to Hiccup, who threw his hands up defensively, denying that he had any part in the public display. The man laughed and gave him a heartfelt handshake then pulled Hiccup in for a short hug. He clasped his hand on the young Viking's shoulder once he released him.

Delphine heard the Jarl speak to him as she approached. "Be strong, my boy, and come home safe," he said earnestly. "We still have to have that drink. And I sent my best courier to Berk with that map you provided us with. Your letter should be in your father's grasp before the week's up."

"Thank you, Jarl Balgruuf," Hiccup responded. "I will be back soon, your lordship, Whiterun is my home now."

"It will always be here, young Dragonborn. It has been a privilege to make you acquaintance," the Jarl finished, then he turned to Delphine now standing close to Hiccup.

"Well, I take it the formalities are over," he said in a more serious tone, taking a step backwards away from the intimidating Blade's Master.

"I wish you both well, and good luck. Talos be with you," he said, before turning away and beginning the walk back to Dragonsreach.

Hiccup turned to face the brooding form of Delphine; all business and no play. "Time to go, Dragonborn."
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Hiccup breathed deeply, hungrily taking in oxygen, his brow dabbed with sweat despite the biting winds. He put his hands on his knees, hunching over and willing himself not to black out. His head was spinning and fireworks were exploding painfully behind his eyes.

"Again," the old man said, his arms crossed over his chest, seemingly unimpressed. Despite his naked admiration for the Dragonborn, he was pushing his abilities, because the boy looked like he needed to be pushed.

The Viking turned his head back towards the man, seeing him sideways. He wore a long gray and blue but ornate robe, pulled up over his head. A long gray beard was cascading out of the hood before being tightly bound together in a small ponytail. Overall, the man was hardened, powerful, and not to be trifled with. He tapped his foot impatiently, freezing blizzard air swirling around his form.

Hiccup stood straight again, still huffing angrily, feeling a horrible pain and pressure in his chest under the gaze of the wise man. He stared off into the blizzard, unable to see the valley through the clouds that surrounded the mountain. Delphine, Toothless, and four other men dressed in similar robbing stood off to the side, watching and judging the Dragonborn, while at the same time, enjoying the sight of his raw power.

Hiccup looked at his best friend for reassurance, and the dragon seemed somewhat worried. The Night Fury nodded his head forward with a grunt, urging Hiccup to continue, knowing it was the right thing to do.

The Viking pulled his chest up, preparing his body for what was to come as he turned away from the crowd and back out towards the snowy nothingness. His entire being felt pressurized, building up power. Closing his eyes tightly and letting sweat drip down his face, Hiccup let his chest explode again.

"_FUS RO __**DAH**__!_"

A green-blue ring of fury tore from Hiccup's throat, expelling a force that pushed aside everything in its path. The force of the shout moved aside air as it traveled, echoing off into the blizzard surrounding High Hrothgar.

He gasped for oxygen, rolling his head back in exhaustion and once again slumping over. Hiccup turned to look to the man for approval, but he was unmoving, wearing a scowl on his face that reminded the young man too much of his father.

"Good, now Clear Skies."

Hiccup rolled his eyes, trying to stand up straight. "You're killing me here, Arngeir."

But something about him trusted Arngeir, and he couldn't quite figure out why. The man seemed to know the exact feelings that he was experiencing, making him more credible in Hiccup's eyes. He still didn't trust the woman-turned-friend that had tried to kill him, but the Greybeards made the Viking feel less lonely and out of place in this world. They had explained to him the way of the Voice, and gave him more background on the history of Skyrim's dragons. They had also shared knowledge of Dovah words of power, all with different purposes, overwhelming the young man with surging and crushing force.

The words written in the stone instantly pulled themselves into him with a glow, taking his breath away. Each time the strange symbols sucked themselves closer to the Dragonborn, Hiccup felt his chest burning with the urge to explode.

He also mentioned and preformed his shout he had for Toothless, and the men were amazed that he was able to learn the tongue of a Night Fury without training. They were hesitant at first about the bounding dragon, but after a few of them had pressed their hands to his head with their eyes closed, they nodded with their approval at allowing the dragon entrance to the temple. One of the men even uttered something in a strange tongue, and Toothless responded with an excited rumble, making the man chuckle lightly.

They had also been impressed with his flame sword: a contraption of his own design to convince dragons he was one of them, or at least, different from a normal human. His entire life was spent trying to get closer to dragons, and it was wonderful to finally find an explanation as to his obsession with the creatures.

But now he stood on a snowy mountain top, yelling halfway to the Archipelago.

The wise man looked, completely unamused, at the boy. "Clear. Skies. Again," he spelled out, much more stern and clear. "Are you or are you not the Dragonborn?" His tone was serious and harsh, digging into Hiccup's flesh and stabbing him in the heart. He pushed himself hard with this one, not wanting to fail, and forcing himself to finally let go of Astrid. He finally had something to live for; to help the lives of others around him. His village didn't need him; they could appoint Snotlout to be Chief! Though he shuddered at the thought.

_Home._

Home was something he was slowly beginning to let go of. Home had too much Astrid written all over it, so he was glad he could cope without her constant memory smacking him in the face every day when he woke up alone in his bed.

He just hoped she was safe in Valhalla, throwing never-dulling axes into a tree that would stand forever, or passing the lazy time with Stormfly in the sun with a bottomless basket of freshly-roasted chicken. He smiled fondly at the thought of her memory. Now, here in Skyrim, he was living a life freely with his dragon and discovering himself; it was something he had wished for his entire life.

Not to mention the incredibly stubborn but stunningly beautiful woman he called his anchor to reality. He hadn't known her long, but he knew she let him live in the moment, and brought him a strength he never even knew he had within himself. He knew she had his back at the dragon attack, and that was something he could never repay to her.

He was never going to leave her to die on the block, no matter what had to be done. She had saved him from going mad in those moments before he thought he would die. He was drawn to her in the most unexplainable way; something about her fascinated him. She was a complicated mystery that he was hoping to unfold, though the task seemed daunting if not impossible. But all he had to do was wait until she came back from Windhelm, and he could tell her that Astrid defined his past, and not his present. He wanted her at his side now and always; to save the people of this province from a world-eating dragon.

The old man cleared his throat loudly, pulling the thinking Viking back into reality. Hiccup jolted back up, taking in another deep breath. He shook his hands out to his side and cracked his neck right and left, willing his body to shout again.

"_LOK!"_

A blue ring shot from his mouth again, pushing aside the clouds and momentarily letting some sun in to shine on him through the snow storm. When the clouds blocked the patch again, Hiccup turned to face a once again dissatisfied Arngeir.

"The whole thing, Dragonborn. Focus. Summon the power of the Thu'um within yourself," he spoke, coaching his disciple through his training.

A newly determined Hiccup faced the Cliffside again, drilling his eyes into the clouds and forcing himself to see beyond them. _Summon the Thu'um, Hiccup. Focus._

Then he thought of Cora. Her hot vibrant eyes, her quick hand on her bow, and that horrible hypocrisy that only drew him closer. Something shuttered within him. Something awoke in his core, something that felt vaguely like release, and like life. Astrid left his mind for the first time in years amidst his focus, and he kept thinking about the elf he didn't realize he missed so dearly. He had saved her life, dragged her away from a bar, proved himself a man of respect…

Hiccup narrowed his eyes. "For you, Cora," he mumbled.

Then his chest tore open in a violent "_LOK VAH __**KOOR**__!"_

The old man raised an eyebrow in surprise at seeing so much power suddenly erupt through the lanky man, but he knew his harsh act has struck the right nerve within the Dragonborn. The skies instantly cleared all around the group, allowing them to see the rare blue sky and the sun of Skyrim. The clouds suddenly vanished with the snow, quickly becoming nothing in the atmosphere of the afternoon. The sun was shockingly warm on Hiccup's skin, and he drank in the pleasurable feeling of heat with glee, abandoning the ice he felt ever present in him for as long as he could remember.

The view from High Hrothgar was unbelievable. Hiccup could see the tall mountains cowering beneath him in the distance, and also the sea to the west. It was refreshing to see such a clear view of the world, not clouded with ice or hatred or confusion.

"You can see Windhelm all the way from here," the Greybeard said knowingly, also admiring the rare view.

Hiccup smiled as Cora flashed into his mind again, face tender but still with an edge that made his hairs stand up on end. "Ya," he said, almost feeling tears of release welling in his eyes, "Ya you can."

He was so focused on the view from the mountain, that he didn't feel the picture of Astrid slip out from his under his leather flying suit and take off swirling in the snowy wind behind him.

**There you have it, gotta love that Hiccup action!**

**Heartkiller01: Glad you liked the previous chapter and hearing from Brynjolf! The familiar faces will keep coming, never fear ;)**


	19. Chapter 19: My Dragonborn

**Hello all! This chapter is longer than usual; the first one to break 4,000 words! However it is packed full of some wonderful Cora scenes, funny Hiccup moments, and cute Toothless stuff. Personally, it is my favorite, so I am sure you will love it! Please enjoy and leave a review! :D (Heartkiller01, there is a little message for you at the end)**

**FUN FACT: Portions of Cora's character are inspired by Kate Beckett, from **_**Castle**_

Chapter 19: My Dragonborn

Cora's hands were shaking violently, clutching her bow in a sweaty palm. Her arm was drawn back behind her in the shadows, fingers controlling an arrow on the string and lightly grazing her lips. The head of the arrow was aimed at the chest of an old woman, currently yelling insults to children and threatening to beat them again for their insolence.

The elf closed her left eye and leaned her head in line with the arrow's path, imagining hearing the zing and the familiar _thunk_ of the ammunition burying deep into her chest. She leaned further around the corner, preparing to fire and inhaling deeply to steady herself. The woman stood, hands on her hips, continuing to yell and scream at the cowering children.

_ You were never forced to be a servant to your father's murder, you chose to be._

Brynjolf's words echoed in her head, making her body shake even more. She had killed so many times before, but this one just felt wrong. Cora felt her stomach rise into her throat and her hand shook again, shaking her bow away from her target slightly before she repositioned it.

_You've built up a wall, Lass. Let him take it down._

"Damn you, Bryn," she mumbled to herself in the darkness, knowing he was right, but she still did not lower her bow away from the woman.

Her yelling got more intense as a young boy stood up to defend a girl that Grelod was tearing to pieces with her angry words. Cora focused again on the woman, bow still drawn and poised to strike. She was watching her movements carefully, tears welling in the elf's eyes.

She was about to mutter an apology for giving up on her father and slip away from Riften, but the cruel woman raised the back of her hand over her shoulder suddenly, aiming to strike the boy roughly across the face. The boy screamed and shielded his face from her fury, but the slap never landed.

The boy heard the grotesque sound of metal piercing flesh from behind his shielded eyes, followed by a small gasp of pain. He looked up in horror as Grelod stood stunned with wide eyes, an arrow sticking sickeningly out of her chest. The woman took a small stumble backwards, confusion and fear plastered on her face, before rolling her eyes back and falling to a lifeless lump on the floor of the orphanage.

Cora lowered her bow with a trembling hand, a sob threatening to pull itself out of her chest. It was one woman, one arrow, and one swift reaction to protect a young boy, but she saw every life she ever took in her father's name flash before her. She took a deep breath as her stomach lurched into her throat again, seeing the heap of dead human on the floor by her hands.

She ignored the cheers of the children as she slunk miserably away, unnoticed in the darkness.

_I know your father wouldn't want you here risking your life and the lives of others just to avenge him in some quest for glory._

Finally into the familiar atmosphere of the city, she let a tear slip down her cheek. "I'm so sorry for what I've become, Daddy…"
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Cora made her way back to Whiterun, attempting to run away from the murder she had committed back in Riften. She had disappeared without visiting the Thieves' Guild Cistern, too ashamed to face a disappointed Brynjolf. After their discussion in the Flagon the day before, she did not want to tell him that it actually was her who killed the woman in cold blood, though he probably knew at this point, making her wonder if she could ever face him again.

A currier had caught up with her just as she was existing the forest of the Rift, huffing strongly before telling her that this letter was important. She nodded as she accepted the message, and gave him one herself to deliver to Avrentus in Windhelm, telling him his good news. Grelod was dead; just for him.

After the man had left, she tore open the sealed letter and shuttered, seeing its contents. Two words were scrawled on the page in black ink: _We know_, followed by a dark handprint, the symbol of the Dark Brotherhood.

She felt her hands shake holding the parchment as undercooked fish rose higher within her, and her cheeks burst into flames. She proceeded to throw the page up into the air, pulling her bow off of her back and quickly knocking an arrow. She released, piercing the dark yellow paper as it fell to the ground and pinned it to a tree, at least thirty feet off the ground and to where she wouldn't have to live with her shame any more. With one final glance at the reminder of her failure, she turned and continued down the path, placing her bow back in its place.

The road to Whiterun was long and lonely, but the thought of seeing Hiccup forced her to walk in the early morning light and in the twilight of night. Her entire chest tightened at the thought of him, and she only now understood how much she actually longed to see him. Well, see him awake.

She felt guilty for leaving him so suddenly, angered with Delphine, but was hoping to make it up to him upon her return. However, she couldn't lie to herself; she had no idea what the young man thought of her. She saw a glimpse inside his hardened being right before the dragon fight, but nothing more than that. More than anything, she wanted to unwrap her complicated Dragonborn and read him from the inside out. He was way more than a slave to his _Astrid_; he was Cora's savior. She just wished he saw it that way.

After a long journey, she was overjoyed to see the walls of Whiterun across the plains, surrounded by darkness but lit up by the moon and stars. She practically sprinted to the gate with the last of her energy, throwing it open and giving a small wave to the admiring night guard. She looked around the darkness of the town, quiet at three in the morning. As she started walking into the city, the guard stopped her by calling out her name.

"Lady Moonbrooke!" he said. "I have something for you!" She turned to face him in confusion, not used to the formalities.

He simply jogged up to her and held out a large gold key, placing it in her hand. "Welcome home," he said with a smile. Even through his helmet, Cora could hear the happiness in his voice. Her heart swelled.

"Thank you, good sir," she said. The guard gave her a bow and wished her a goodnight before she trotted off, staring at the key intently, rolling it back and forth in her palm.

She looked up and away from the strange key just in time to pass a small home on her right, but a steel plaque on the door caught her attention, reflecting and bending the light of a nearby torch. She squinted, making her way to the porch to read the carefully scrawled letters in ancient Norse.

The handmade plaque read _Haddock and Moonbrooke._

Cora flushed instantly, thinking deeply about her and Hiccup living together. He had obviously gotten a house in the city, and it made her heart beat fasting to know that she was welcome there too.

She glanced back down at the small item in her hands and made the connection. Quickly, she fumbled with the key to get it into the lock. The key fit perfectly, and the door clicked when she turned it, allowing her access to the house. Cautiously, she stepped inside and closed the door behind her, careful to not let the wood floorboards creak under her.

A fire roared in the furnace in the center of the room, and she was amazed by the wonderful heat it produced which invited her further into the house. Plump vegetables hung above the fire on a rack, but she was far too exhausted to cure her growling stomach. A proper rest was the most prominent thing on her mind. The house was not much, but it felt so strangely of home to Cora.

But her wandering gaze caught sight of a sweetroll, and her mouth watered uncontrollably.

"Just one," she whispered, ripping off her helmet and placing it on the ground. She snatched the roll up off the metal tray and bit greedily into it, enjoying the sweet honey frosting and cakey texture. She sat in the chair next to the table, slumping into it to finish off her roll. Her jaw was hurting, failing to keep up with her rapid chewing as she took another massive bite.

Suddenly there was a huff of hot breath at the back of her neck, but instead of catching the elf off guard, she smiled, despite her full mouth. She turned around to see Toothless staring at her with huge and intent green eyes, lacking his usual flying gear.

She swallowed hard, the massive lump almost painful as it went down her throat. "Oh, look at you, begging for some sweetroll," she teased before pulling off a small bit and tossing it to the dragon, who caught it in his mouth with precision and swallowed it with a lick of his lips. She giggled as he pressed his snout into her, more than happy to see a familiar face and appreciative for the treat.

"I missed you too, Toothless," she said, before placing a small kiss on the top of his hot scaly head. She figured his stingy rider never gave him the fattening treats he deserved. The dragon closed his eyes and rumbled lovingly under her soft touch, still appreciative for her help in saving Hiccup's life; the Bosmer girl had earned his trust.

He soon reopened his cat-like eyes, and, satisfied with his hello and his sweetroll scrap, trotted away to curl up on the hot stone next to the fire. He was soon fast asleep, snoring lightly and rolling onto his back just as the elf licked the residue of frosting off of her fingers. Cora smiled again looking at the marvelous creature before her. With one last glance, she stood up carefully and make her way to the stairs.

She peaked her head around the loft in the darkness once she reached the top, and ended up walking to a door on her right, open just a crack to let flickering light spill out. She licked her lips with nerves of seeing her Dragonborn again before she pushed the door open with a small creak, knowing full well he'd be there. She knew she'd have to find a way to explain herself for leaving, but she promised herself that she would tell him everything. No more lies, not to him.

But Hiccup was not at all in the talkative mood. He lay on the bed on his stomach, fast asleep and snoring lightly with his mouth slightly, just like his dragon. The elf chuckled to herself at the striking similarities. She took in the sight of his sleeping form, looking strong but peaceful. His eyes fluttered slightly, and he stretch with a yawn before resuming his slumber, rubbing his face into his pillow. The blankets were pulled around his hips with his mismatched feet sticking out and off of the bed, his muscular dragon-riding back bare in the dim light.

Journals with pictures of dragons lay open and papers of flying gear calculations were scattered on almost every visible part of the floor along with quills and charcoal pencils. From the way his arm hung off the bed, he looked like he had fallen asleep in the middle of his work; whatever that work was. A small wax candle burning almost to its base and a half empty mug of mead sat abandoned on the night stand.

Cora tiptoed into the room as silently as she could, closing the door behind her. She stripped herself out of her uncomfortable armor in the corner and, facing away from the Viking, dropped it to the floor with a muffled thud and stepped out of her boots. She shivered in the cool air of the room in just her small clothes, so she swiftly rustled around in his dresser for a spare sleeping tunic.

She found one that she liked that was almost small enough for her; long sleeved and in a light shade of forest green, so she slid it over her head. The warn wool felt soft against her skin, and to know it belonged to Hiccup had her feeling less alone than usual. The scent of man embedded into the material was giving her a sense of security.

She curled her arms around herself and shuffled across the room with her now bare feet, hoping to find a set of sleeping cots in the chest for her to set up a makeshift bed on the floor. However, the only thing she found in any of his chests was his weaponry, a carefully folded leather flying suit, and additional piles of papers with incomprehensible charcoal scribbles.

She groaned in frustration and shut the chest, stealing another glance at Hiccup in the large bed. A stupid thought entered her head suddenly, and soon she was trembling, her cheeks now in flames and her mind reeling. She shook off her crazy ideas before walking around the room, carefully closing journals and neatly organizing papers in small piles. Returning to the disarranged Viking, she shifted his blankets so that they covered him entirely and placing his previously dangling limb back onto the bed.

He groaned in his sleep, sliding his body until he was situated on his side, still facing Cora. His eyes darted under his lids swiftly as he licked his lips, snuggling further into the bed with an adorable scrunch of his face.

She stared at him again, admiring the single human being who had changed her entire life, her heart now beating fast in her chest. Her desire for warmth and to feel safe overtook her, so she quickly blew out the stubby candle and hustled to the other side of the bed, slipping slowly into the bed where Hiccup lay fast asleep without another thought.

She slid in next to him silently, savoring the heat of him radiating on to her, contradicting the cold and solitude she had been sleeping in for the last three weeks. She tucked her olive legs into the bear covers, pulling them around her tightly. She carefully placed her bow in the sheets behind her and strapped a dagger to her inner thigh with a leather strap.

Weapons situated, she wrapped a careful hand around his chest, pulling herself close to his back and spooning him lightly. She stretched her legs out, body going flush with his, and giggling when her toes stuck into the pages of another journal that was hidden in the bed. She kicked it to the side, shaking her head humorously.

She buried her nose into his hair and neck and smiled, feeling so safe and forgetting the murders behind her. She let her head sink heavenly into the pillow, finally with the ability to relax. He shifted slightly, but made no attempt to move, causing the elf to snuggle in closer and splay a flat hand across his chest.

Her exhausted head was swimming with all kinds of thoughts; from _what the hell am I doing in Hiccup's bed _all the way to killing people, but she finally agreed to let herself dwell on them in the morning once she could think clearer. Her father's murder was behind her, and she could finally focus on her future. She grinned as she began spinning a lock of his smooth red hair, spooling it around her finger and inhaling the scent of him.

He smelled like the outdoors; like damp wood and evergreen pines. She picked up the remnants of smoke and burning metal, along with the strangely pleasant musk of dragon. The wonderful but strongly familiar scent of him only comforted her more. Soon she was humming to him in lullaby. She started softly mumbling an old song she had often heard from her father, feeling her eyes threatening to slip shut.

"_Dovahkiin, Dovahkiin, naal ok zin los vahriin..." _she sang in a hushed tone into the night, serenading him in his sleep and running a hand through his hair lovingly. Her leg bumped into the cold metal of his leg, but she didn't at all mind the amputation that made him so self-conscious. In her eyes, it only made him more Hiccup, and therefore, more perfect.

She closed her eyes, snuggling closer and wrapping her arms tighter around his warm chest before continuing her song, tangling her legs together with his.

"_Wah dein vokul mahfaeraak ahst vaal__Ahrk fin norok paal graan fod nust hon zindro zaan…__Dovahkiin, fah hin kogaan mu draal…"_

She continued to curl her fingers around his hair, vision blurring with exhaustion, getting high off of the feel of his smooth breathing against her chest.

"_Rah, oo-rah, oo-rah, yaa,_" she chanted and hummed in his ear, brushing a loving hand across his cheek. "_Rah, oo-rah, oo-rah, yaa…Hiccup…_" The young elf trailed off as she let her face slide in between his shoulder blades, falling into a deep slumber beside him.

_I tell you, I tell you, the Dragonborn comes…_

00000000000000000000000000000

Cora turned over out of her sleep, tasting dirt in her mouth. She groaned as she rolled onto her back, head spinning and throbbing horribly. She slowly opened her crusting eyes, the roof of a wooden building doubling into view. She reached a hand out to the side to feel for Hiccup, but she felt nothing more than cool damp hay and smelled nothing more than dank mildew.

Instantly the elf was on her feet, glancing around herself for bow frantically. Unsuccessful in her search, she pulled the dagger out from the leather band on her bare thigh for some sort of comfort. She glanced around to see Hiccup face down in the dirt ten feet away from where she was laying, his arms splayed out to the side, still shirtless with tight green bed pants. She shuffled over to him quickly, running a hand through his hair and kissing his head, mumbling in concern for him to wake up.

She looked up in panic to see the other side of the room, horrified to see three people kneeling in a row, heads hooded horrifically and hands bound behind them with tight rope, all demonically silent.

"Sleep well?" a sultry and almost mocking voice said smoothly from behind her.

The elf instantly whirled around to see a slim figure sitting gracefully atop a bookshelf, left leg dangling down and swaying back and forth. She was covered from head to toe in black and red leather armor with a cowl to cover all of her face but her eyes. This caused the elf to think about her father's death, crushing down on her with unbelievable force and bringing her back that haunting moment, screaming into the empty forest while covered in her father's blood.

She held up her dagger while in a battle-ready stance, gripping the handle hard, and pointing the tip at the woman, fury reigniting in her red eyes and spilling forth a new level of living hell. She stared at the woman's piercing blue eyes threateningly. Cora gritted her teeth hard, grinding her molars together in anger and in pain.

However, the woman made had almost no reaction to the woman's fury and death stare, so she just kept swinging her leg casually, completely relaxed. This only angered Cora more, curling her lips into a snarl. _Right as she was letting go…_

"Where am I, and who are you?" she snapped, knowing most of the answer but wanting to hear it from the woman's lips.

"Does it matter?" she stated calmly, infuriating the elf. "You're warm, dry, and still very much alive. That's more than can be said for old Grelod, hm?"

Cora felt her stomach sink, remembering the miserable walk back to Whiterun, full of sorrow, pain, guilt, and shame. She was praying to the gods that the Brotherhood would leave her alone, but she was wrong.

Sensing the elf's pain, she spoke again, hopefully more reassuring. "Oh, but don't misunderstand, I'm not criticizing. It was a good kill; old crone had it coming, and you saved a group of urchins to boot," she said coldly. She was talking about murder like she would talk about what to make for dinner. There was a time where the young woman might have enjoyed some of this conversation, but that wasn't right now. Right now she just felt sick.

Cora snarled again, backing up to place herself between the woman and Hiccup, defending his unconscious body with her life.

"But there is a slight…mm, problem. You see-" she started, but was interrupted by the Bosmer.

"I killed her to try and reach the Dark Brotherhood," Cora sputtered, hoping that admitting the truth would get her out of there faster.

"Oh? Is that so?"

"Yes," Cora countered, though not wanting to mention her father. "But I am done with this insanity. I have Hiccup with me, the Dragonborn. I have a new life. Leave us be."

The woman's eyes briefly flitted to the Viking laying in the gravel of the shack, and Cora swore she saw a hint of emotion from behind her ice cold eyes. However, before Cora could comprehend anything, the woman's eyes were again fixated on the elf in question.

Her tone was suddenly much harsher. "But what you fail to realize is that you involved yourself in this 'insanity' when you took Grelod's life. She was a Dark Brotherhood contract. You are not leaving this shack until someone dies," she said. "You are to kill one of the three people that I have collected. One of them has a contract." She sat back again. "Make your choice, make your kill. I just want to watch…and admire," she said coolly, leg once again swinging.

Cora considered lunging at the woman and slicing her neck, but hesitated when she heard Hiccup groan and shift from behind her. The woman's eyes darted back to him quickly just as Cora turned to kneel at his side and lay a soft hand on his back, sheathing her dagger back against her thigh.

He pushed himself up into a half sitting position, feeling his stomach lurch violently. He groaned again, squinting his eyes and grasping at his head in pain. He coughed roughly once, moving the dirt below his face in a soft cloud. He glanced up at Cora with a grin and a small thumbs up when she pushed her face towards his to access his wellbeing. He coughed again, clearing his lungs of dirt before looking at Cora and lightly cupping her face tenderly, his fingers grazing her wild black hair and his thumb brushing across her high cheek bone.

"You came back…" he mumbled roughly, noticing how right she looked in his old tunic.

She grinned, completely out of place in the abandoned shack that reeked of blood and death. "Of course I did."

Once his spinning her slowed, he glanced around the room, the blood draining from his face at seeing the bound humans. He turned to face the other side of the room, then ran his eyes up the bookshelf in the corner to see the woman.

He instantly righted himself in her presence, pulling his hand away from Cora as if she was on fire and standing up too quickly, not caring if his head was spinning like a top. He squinted his eyes as he held eye contact with the shockingly familiar but yet mysterious assassin, taking one step closer with a confused Cora standing defensively behind him.

The woman's curves, her hands, her stance, her chest, her _eyes; _all too familiar to the Viking, even under the black and red leather. Cora wanted to warn Hiccup against his advances towards her, but he seemed so fixated on her eyes, taking another step in her direction.

Suddenly, Hiccup's eyes widened as his face changed color from pale to bright red, throwing his hands down to his side in disbelief. He stumbled backwards in shock, having to use Cora's body as a brace to keep himself from falling over.

"No…" he mumbled under his breath, hardly having the ability to speak. "No…that's impossible…"

Cora held his shoulders tightly as he gradually pushed more weight onto her, falling into her grasp with his emerald eyes still locked to the woman.

The woman held his eyes for a moment longer before she jumped gracefully off of the bookshelf, landing almost soundlessly on her feet. She took three small steps towards the pair, and Hiccup began to shake, his breathing becoming irregular and his eyes gathering with water. She was trying to hide it behind her armor and cool attitude, but the woman was shaking as well.

She stopped a foot from Hiccup's stunned face. The Viking pushed against Cora to allow himself to stand up straight and on his own in order to look into the flawless blue eyes of the assassin. He kept shaking his head in denial, tears now spilling down his face in steady streams.

The woman reached a shivering hand behind her head and bowed forward slightly, carefully removing her cowl. Her long blond hair instantly spilled out from the hood, revealing her angelic pale face. She simply stared up at Hiccup with a small smile, tears threatening to break free from her eyes as well. The red of emotion contradicted her deep blue irises.

Hiccup took in a ragged breath and his heart beat fast, no longer having any question in his mind as to her identity. "Astrid…"
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	20. Chapter 20: Come Back to Me
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**Chapter 20: Come Back to Me**

Hiccup stood stunned, hands quaking at his sides and his eyes staring in disbelief at Astrid. He stared into her eyes for what seemed like forever but, at the same time, not long enough. His breath hitched in his throat, and he could hear his heart pounding in his ears, hot blood flushing through his head. After years and years of searching, he stood before her. But had absolutely no idea where to start.

Astrid gave a small smile, her eyes full of naked longing, before pulling him into a hesitant hug, pushing her leather clad body flush against his bare chest. Hiccup inhaled deeply, taking in the sensual scent that was so undeniable Astrid, and quickly wrapped his arms tight around her waist, hoisting her into the air with a laugh.

He spun her around the small shed, finding it impossible to get close enough to her as she giggled and squealed with delight, her arms wrapped strongly around him and her face buried into his neck. Only when he couldn't stand up straight anymore and worried about dropping her did he set her down, cupping her face in his hands and pressing his forehead to hers, a giddy and large smile plastered on his face.

"I've searched and search and by the Gods, it's you," he choked out between sobs of pure joy. "It's you, Astrid, dear Freya, it's you!" He pulled her face to him as quickly as he could humanly manage, smashing an impossibly hot and soft kiss against her mouth.

He moaned the instant her soft warm lips met his, savoring the long desired feeling of her body against his. He let her heat flow over his body like lava, letting the rest of the world around him spin away into a blur. She eagerly returned his passion, hooking her fingers in the waist band of his pants and yanking him closer. He jerked awkwardly into her arms like he was a spindly teenager at her mercy again, without breaking the kiss. He was enjoying the reminder of their intimacy all those years ago. She smiled against his mouth before slowly pulling away with a shake of her head, eyes still closed in bliss.

"Still my same old Hiccup," she replied, tears welling under her lids. She opened her stunning and longing blue eyes to let them spill as she gently cupped his face.

He giggled and turned his head towards her hand and lightly kissed her palm. "No. Always your same old Hiccup," he corrected with a smile, eyes gleaming down at her with amazing brilliance.

The assassin's eyes quickly flicked over his shoulder in concern before returning to his face. In response, she lowered her hand back to her side and stepped away from his body. She placed her hands respectfully behind her and bowed her head, eyes aimed at the ground. He was instantly missing her touch, but turned around to see what the love of his life was reacting so awkwardly to.

As soon as he turned around, his eyes were locked with the burning irises of a demonic angel. Cora stood huffing lightly, dagger still clutched in her sticky white knuckles that were almost the same sickening color as her face. Though she held her head up strong, Hiccup could see the pain she was hiding behind in the façade she put on for every other human on the planet. Every human, besides him.

His stomach instantly knotted with guilt, dropping into his legs and making him light headed. "Cora I-" he managed, but she cut him off.

"It's fine Hiccup," she spit out miserably, feeling anything but fine. Her heart was thudding swiftly in her chest, fueling a heat that spread up her neck and into her cheeks, making her sweat. More than anything, she wanted to look away from his complicated gaze, full of the ultimate joy but also the ultimate pain in some twisted way.

Before, she had been clothed in the loving gaze of Hiccup, but now, she felt incredibly naked in just her small clothes and his tunic. The fabric itched and burned against her skin now, rather than feeling soft and comforting.

"Really…" she said, trying to convince herself more than him. "All I've ever wanted was for you to find happiness, and be the hero I always saw in you. If your moment is here, and finding her, who am I to deny you that?" Tears began threatening to escape her eyes, her heart cracking down the middle.

"Well, you're Cora," he said, taking a step closer, a smile almost playing on his lips. "Please don't just walk out of my life..." He practically begged, a tone Cora had never heard from him before. The ice in his eyes had melted, leaving them a shimmering green pond of beauty, entrancing her and gluing her to the ground.

She knew, in that moment, she would always be in love with the Dragonborn. No use denying it and fighting it any longer. She was absolutely in love with a man she hardly knew, a powerful and amazing person who was captivated by another. For the first time, emotions were too powerful to hide from herself anymore. Love was bursting out of her chest and pouring out around her, and the force of the feeling was nothing like the betrayal, hurt, and anger that had boiled within her for years. It was fascinating, bewitching, and undeniable, and she let it happen.

"Hiccup, I lo-" she began, but was cut off by Astrid who had walked to stand next to Hiccup's side.

"This doesn't change the fact that she took a contract, Hiccup. She _stole_ that contract from me and my associates," Astrid said casually but sternly, in an accusatory way, as if the elf had done something wrong.

Hiccup looked to the woman with a star stuck look in his eyes and basked in her heaven-sent voice, completely dismissing Cora and her words again, giving the entirety of his attention to Astrid.

The elf shot the woman a venomous glare, but she ignored her visual threats, eyes wandering back to look the Viking up and down with a sensual grin on her face. Cora had never wished more than Hiccup had clothes on. She wanted to gag.

"Look, Astrid," she said, before the assassin turned her eyes back to her with reluctance. "I did what I had to in order to save a little boy from being hit, there was nothing more to it."

To this, Astrid laughed. "So, to rescue a poor little boy, you put an arrow in an old woman's chest?"

Hiccup quickly flashed back into reality, head flipping towards Cora with enough force to give himself whiplash, eyebrows knitted together. "You did _what_?" he questioned, balling his hands.

Astrid glanced between the two who were in a heated stare off and pointed back and forth. "Oh? You didn't know?" she questioned with an almost amused grin. "I brought you both here, thinking that you worked together on the kill, since you both looked overly comfortable, snuggled together like that in that big bed of-" Hiccup quickly interrupted her.

"Nothing happened," he grumbled almost embarrassingly through gritted teeth, spitting out the words as if they were poison and keeping his eyes locked painfully with Cora's. "I didn't even know that she came into bed with me."

Cora's heart sunk in her chest even further than it did before at hearing the tone of his words, and the shed was instantly too small for her. She needed fresh air, and Astrid could tell.

"Cora, no one leaves until someone dies. And that could be any of us," she spat but with a hint of regret in her voice. She turned around to reach for a chest on the ground, quickly opening it and pulling out the armor that Cora had lost at the block; her familiar Thieves' Guild armor. As quick as a flash and without questioning where the assassin received it, she strapped it on over the tunic she was wearing and placed her familiar bow to her back, pulling the hood over her head; anything to feel a little more protected with Hiccup in the room.

She also handed Hiccup his leather flying suit almost reluctantly, and he held it in his arms while staying horribly still. He started to clip the armor to himself with a puzzled look on his face.

Hiccup turned to Astrid again, confused. "Astrid, what are you talking about someone dying?"

She looked up into his caring and overly innocent eyes, pleading already for his forgiveness as he buckled the last strap in place. She gently touched his cheek and rose to the balls of her feet, giving him a small kiss on the cheek before turning wordlessly to the three bound people at the other side of the shed.

Hiccup cocked his head, confused as to her intentions. Cora gave Hiccup a quick look from under her hood before she too turned around with a deep breath, following the graceful and nearly silent movement of the woman.

Astrid walked behind the first prisoner on the right and turned to face Hiccup and Cora, her face blank and her eyes filled with tears. She took a deep breath before pulling a small but razor sharp glowing dagger from her belt, making a slashing noise as it existed its sheath. She stared at the metal in her hand with disgust before grabbing the head of the kneeling man and yanking it back, exposing the flesh of his neck.

Hiccup's face was plastered suddenly with horror as he realized her plan. "Astrid, what the Hel are you doing, just put that dagger down," he said placing his hands out in front of him as if to somehow calm her down. "No one needs to die. Do you hear me? No one. Put the dagger down."

To this, she shook her head, tears flowing as the man mindlessly begged for his life from within her grasp. "You're wrong. Someone always needs to die for Sithis..."

Hiccup took a step forward towards her, her dagger now held above her head and prepared to strike the fatal blow. "My Astrid wouldn't do this. Please. I know you. Put it down," he pleaded, still inching closer.

Astrid shook her head again, now panting and shaking, sweat gathering on her brow. "There is no forgiveness for the things I have done, no coming back from something so miserable. I have to kill him. It would make no difference," she said, before pulling her arm back further and preparing to plunge it into the man's neck.

"NO!" Hiccup screeched, and as quickly as he could, was jumping the last few feet between him and Astrid, positioning himself between the man and her blade on his knees. He held up his hands to shield his face as he turned away, eyes squinted shut and prepared for the worst.

Astrid instantly froze her attack, the sharp tip of her enchanted dagger inches away from his pale and fragile skin. Instantly, she was furious. "Hiccup, move," she said, grumbling low in her throat.

To this, Hiccup stood up and her dagger followed his movement, pointed at him as he took a step closer to her, his eyes determined.

She took a step back and released her grip on the man to avoid Hiccup walking straight into her dagger. He took another one forward and her another back rhythmically, almost like a sort of dance, until she was cornered against the wall and he was just a blade's distance away from her.

"Astrid," he said in a stern voice she had never heard. "If this is what you truly are, you might as well kill me where I stand because I failed in saving the Astrid I love. If you really believe that someone has to die, kill me, instead." He was completely serious, his eyes stone cold as he bore into hers, threatening to undo her.

She was shaking as she held the eyes contact, feeling her head spin around her. Something about the creamy emerald color of his eyes brought her right back to Berk, curled in front of his massive fireplace and laughing while eating yak-butter parfaits until their stomachs hurt. His eyes swam with the memories, and she saw herself riding Toothless for the first time in their glaze. She shivered when she remembered the fireworks behind her eyes when she grabbed his tunic and pulled him in for their first kiss.

His love was waking up smelling like fish because they fell asleep next to Toothless again. His love was stroking her hair and shushing her to sleep at three in the morning because her father beat her. His love was skinny dipping on a hot day in Toothless cove just because they felt like it. His love was the ocean that surrounded her home, blue-green and shimmering. His love was the heat in the devastating winters of the harsh Nordic island. His love was _home_.

And she had a blade pointed at his heart.

Suddenly feeling as though the dagger was one hundred degrees, she flung it out of her grasp to the other side of the room and sank to the floor, burying her face in her hands. "Gods, Hiccup, I'm an assassin. I kill to survive," she said, her voice strained but with disgust.

Hiccup knelt to her level, taking her tear-drenched hands in his. "That doesn't make you any less my Astrid," he said honestly.

She glared at him through water. "What I have done in the name of the god Sithis is not something I can take back; not something that can be forgiven in a hundred lifetimes."

Hiccup tilted his head. "I forgive you."

Astrid scoffed. "If you weren't so attractive now a days, I'd call you an idiot. I was perfectly content until you came around flashing those eyes at me. I was about to kill that man in cold blood…" she trailed off.

"Well, actually, I was kidnapped. I had no choice in the eye-flaunting," he chuckled, choosing to ignore her murderous intentions.

The two let out a superficial laugh before silencing again.

Hiccup glanced around with a sigh, then looked back into her face. "Let me take you home, Astrid, away from this. I know how to get us back to Berk. And I know Toothless is outside, he doesn't just let me disappear." He chuckled again.

Astrid smiled at him and nodded. "He never forgets a face, that Night Fury," she said with a giggle before silencing. "There is nothing I want more than to go home, but I can't," she said quietly, almost ashamed to admit it.

"Why can't you come back to me?" he said desperately, pushing his face closer to hers and gripping her hands tighter.

Astrid paused a moment and sniffed. "I-" but she stopped herself. Her eyes darted back and forth before they widened and she glanced back up at Hiccup in realization. "Actually," she smiled, "there might be a way; a way to keep my Brotherhood safe for good, and return to Berk!"

Hiccup's smile widened as his chest exploded in love and joy, and he found himself leaning in to kiss her again. He closed his eyes and tilted his head at just the right angle to meet hers perfectly. Before his lips could touch hers, however, he was startled by the rough slamming of a door, causing the pair to jump and their eyelids to flutter open. He whirled around just in time to see the front door still vibrating, and to see that Cora was now nowhere in the shed.
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**Hello all! Quick update! Woo! Let me just say, if you are in need of some seriously awesome action, you are in for a special treat. Let me know how you like it! As always, read, enjoy, and review!**

**FUN FACT: Cora's middle name is Silvenar, named after the city she grew up in, in Valenwood.**

**Chapter 21: Why We Are a Team**

Hiccup burst out of the shed, throwing the door open roughly, causing it to shake violently on its hinges. His eyes scanned the surrounding trees of the marshes quickly, and, seeing no sign of his companion, he began to panic.

Toothless, who was dozing under a nearby tree, was instantly at the side of his paranoid human soul mate, ready to help in any way he could.

"Cora!" he yelled at the top of his lungs, head whipping to try and glance everything at once. "Gods, Cora!" The last thing he wanted to do was lose one of the most important things in his life.

Astrid appeared through the door after him, equally as frantic. "Cora!" she called, scanning the horizon.

His eyes continued their frantic searching, but he still could not see anything. He quickly got an idea, but turned and grasped Astrid by the shoulders. "I know this is going to look really weird, Astrid, but you have to trust me, alright?"

To this, she crinkled her face. "Um, ok?"

As quickly as he grasped her, he released her and turned outwards towards the marsh. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw in concentration, balling his fists and feeling the power begin rippling through him. He felt the blood and souls of dragons pursing through his veins with lightning speeds, and finally opened reptilian-like eyes, submitting to the beast within.

_"LASS YAH_**_ NIR_**_!"_

As soon as the shout left his throat, Astrid and Toothless were glowing bright red, but only to his eyes. She was grinning and shook her head before crossing her arms and shifting her weight to her right leg. "Dragonborn," she mused through her victorious grin. "Babette owes me fifty septims."

Hiccup flashed her a lob-sided grin in relief, reminding her that he was still, very much, Hiccup.

His eyes returned to the landscape, seeing the life of a few fish, birds, and rabbits. He squinted hard before seeing a glowing figure moving briskly within the nearby trees, and he wondered why he'd not see her before. He turned to Astrid.

"I see her!" he said, pointing into the trees to their left.

Astrid directed her eyes to where he was pointing, before rolling them and giving up her search. "I don't see anything, but I trust you." She then turned her head and whistled, and, to Hiccup's amazement, a massive black horse with piercing and glowing red eyes galloped beside her. The eyes eerily reminded him of Cora's, and he glanced back at the trees, still seeing the aura of red light emitted from the elf's beating heart.

Astrid easily jumped and swung her leg over the steed with incredibly ease and grace before turning back to the Viking.

"You take care of this, Hiccup. I drew a map of how to find me at the Falkreath Dark Brotherhood sanctuary and put it on Toothless," she said, pulling her cowl back over to cover her face. She grabbed the reins to pull the horse up to whinny and kick its front legs out in front of it. "Answer the door with the phrase '_Silence, my brother'_ and it will allow you to enter. Whatever you do, get her to the sanctuary. We need her. I will see you soon, Hiccup. I love you," she said, as if she did every single day.

She turned her attention away from him, and with one final "ya!" and a crack of the reins, the horse was bolting into the cover of the trees. He watched her disappear before running back inside the shed and cutting the people free from their binds as fast as he could, not wanting Cora to get even further away or Astrid to return. She'd made a point of leaving them there to rot.

"Speak of this to no one, sparing you is a gift," he mumbled as he cut the last man free. The woman wordlessly scrambled free and bolted for the door as soon as she was released without looking back, but the Nord and the Khajiit nodded with a thank you to Hiccup before exiting the shed.

Hiccup sprinting back out of the shed, happy to see Cora still glowing faintly in the distance. Grabbling Toothless' saddle and swinging his body onto his dragon, he settled in for flight. "Alright bud, let's go get her. You know what to do," he said, clasping his flying suit to his dragon.

Toothless gave a quick nod of understanding before taking off at a blistering pace, blurring the ground below them. He danced between the trees with incredible ease and soon took off with one firm flap of his wings, stirring the finely packed dirt below them into the air. He snapped his prosthetic into place and clicked it to release his tail fin, sending the two spiraling into the sky.

Toothless let out the incredible roar of the Night Fury as they spun, echoing throughout the entire valley. Hiccup glanced the ground again, not needing the magic of the shout to detect Cora from this altitude. She was sprinting now, hauling herself over rocks and logs, trying desperately to avoid the dragon.

Hiccup leaned towards the girl trying to make the escape, and Toothless quickly followed, diving through the trees and gaining on her quickly. The dragon held out his feet as they closed rapidly on the elf, and, when they were close enough, he wrapped a clawed paw around Cora's upper arm and hauled her into the air. Cora screamed and let her feet kick out from under her.

"By the Nine!" she screeched in horror. "You goddamned Dragonborn, put me down!" She continued kicking and punching at Toothless' foot, but all he did was snort and roll his eyes at her attempts.

Hiccup clicked Toothless' tail into autopilot and slid to the side in his saddle, tilting off the side, lowering his head to see Cora struggling from upside down. He wrapped his legs around the dragon's midsection with one arm still holding onto the saddle, the other drifting lazily in the wind angling towards the ground.

Even though he looked like a child hanging haphazardly off of tree branch, his face was stern and his eyes hard as stone. "No way in Hel, Moonbrooke," he said.

Her eyes widened at just how far they were off the ground now, Toothless gaining altitude in hopes of stopping her attempts to escape. "Oh come on!" she said. "You were going back to Berk! To be with her! Was I really going to stand around and see that?"

Hiccup was still serious, his hair blowing in the wind as the blood rushed into his head. "I was going to take you with me! Gods, didn't you hear me? I don't want to know what life is without you! Besides, Astrid needs you at the sanctuary, whatever that is." He was growing increasingly angry and frustrated.

To this she scoffed, legs now dangling towards the ground in surrender. "Astrid this, Astrid that. Let's go to some assassin camp just because she said to," she mocked in an overly nasally voice, throwing her shoulders into the statement as best as she could. She then crossed her arms in defiance even though she was completely at his mercy. "And obviously your definition of life being impossible without each other is a little different from mine," she said indignantly.

His head was fuming with her blatant disrespect for Astrid, but he cocked his head with a scowl. "What exactly are you insinuating?"

Cora looked into his eyes, full of anger but also full of confusion and full of love. He deserved the truth. She took a deep breath and her stomach turned, having nothing to do with the weightlessness and the altitude. She let her mouth run like an idiot. "Hiccup, I don't know you, but I know that you make me stronger, and a better elf. You're different from any man I've ever met. Just let me explain, please, now I know that I love-"

Toothless suddenly threw the trio into a mad barrel roll to avoid a collision with another flying object, just missing it by mere inches. The dragon yelped as they began to plummet towards the ground. He held onto Cora tighter, screaming as her entire body was taken into his legs.

Hiccup almost calmly clicked his foot back into Toothless' saddle and let out the tail fin to balance them out again, giving a calming "It's alright, bud," to his dragon. As quickly as they had fallen, they were in the air again, Toothless and Cora still a little shaken up.

Hiccup turned the slightly stunned Night Fury around to see that the object was, indeed, another dragon. His eyes widened at the sight. Unlike the dragon in Whiterun, this one dawned metallic silver and blue scales, not orange ones, and was a bit bigger as well. Its wings looked as though it had seen war, all torn, tattered, and bloodied. Its entire body was covered with thick spikes that ran up its back and made a bony crown atop its armored head.

It turned in the air with a hard bank, and was soon chasing the trio down, shattering the earth with its screams and blowing a thick and fast blast of white ice out of its mouth. Toothless flipped around and dove under the stream, taking off in the opposite direction at maximum speeds, desperately clinging to Cora as Hiccup squinted against the power of the wind.

He turned his head back to see the dragon right on his tail, and, with a surprised yelp, had to push Toothless into another barrel roll to avoid another fast stream of frost. "Odin, that thing is fast," he muttered, having to brush ice out of his hair. "Looks like running isn't an option, bud," he said, petting the side of his neck. The dragon answered with a snort, still focusing on his speed flight across the sky.

Cora peeked her head up from under Toothless to look at Hiccup, long black hair shooting out behind her and her eyes watering in the racing air. Somehow she still retained the ability to look sarcastic. "I'm sorry, what?" she said.

"You heard me!" he said, and she almost swore she heard a smile playing on his lips.

Suddenly, Toothless dipped his head underneath himself to take a buckle of Cora's armor in his teeth and pull her out from his arms. She screamed as he flicked his head back almost effortlessly, effectively tossing her backwards over Hiccup and onto the saddle, while still maintaining a blistering speed.

She instantly clung to Hiccup's back with her legs and arms, as, the second she hit, she felt herself bounce off of the saddle and almost tumble to her death. "Oh Divines, don't let me fall!" she cried.

The dragon behind them began to slow down, but still attempted to keep up and continued shooting at them with balls of snow, to which they effectively dodged through intensely complicated acrobatic tricks. "He's slowing down!" Hiccup called over his shoulder. "Now is our chance!"

Cora looked at him with a cocked eyebrow. "No trying to train it, Dragonborn?"

He let out a sarcastic guffaw. "Because a coma sounds so nice right now. And I like letting my companion out of my sight to kill people," he joked, but she returned his statement with a silent scowl. "Too soon?" he said with a grin. She simply rolled her eyes.

"Fine, fine," she said, drawing her bow. "I'm with you."

Toothless slowed down just enough for her to be able to turn around in the saddle to face the oncoming dragon. Hiccup reached his arms backwards and wrapped them around her abdomen to keep her from falling off while still facing forward. She drew an arrow from her quiver faster than Hiccup could blink, and he quickly pulled out his flame sword and held it out to the side. Feeling the flame in the wind, she stuck her arrow in the flame and withdrew it again, effectively lighting the head on fire. With one eye closed, she knocked the flaming arrow into her bow and fired it perfectly into the dragon's chest.

The fire immediately spread across its midsection, and the beast let out a shriek as it was momentarily consumed with flame. It howled in pain and slowed down further, now having trouble flying straight and with enough speed to keep up with Toothless. She fired three stealthy arrows before the dragon could react, the metal tearing through its wings and scales, burying deep in soft flesh and muscle.

"See, this is why we are a team!" Hiccup shouted triumphantly and with a laugh. "I fly the dragon and provide the flame, you fire the said flaming arrows." Cora hid a smile, feeling a blush in her cheeks and forgetting why she was ever mad at him to begin with.

As blood began dripping from its wounds, the frost dragon began falling to the ground. Cora tried to ignore the Viking's comment, focusing on taking down the dragon. She quickly put her bow on her back and unsheathed a sword from her side. "Turn Toothless around!" Cora yelled.

Hiccup suddenly shot her a grin, allowing her to situate herself forward once again, hugging his back tightly. "If you're up to what I think you are, let me be the first to say that you're crazy," he said grinning, but still pulled his best friend around into a bank turn to face the dragon.

"It's falling!" Cora cried, staring at now thrashing animal. It was frantically flapping its shredded wings and slowly becoming victim to gravity.

Toothless started flying towards it as Hiccup leaned forward. "You've got one shot, Cora, nothing more," he said, almost hesitantly, worrying about her safety.

Cora was fearless as she placed one hand on his shoulder to balance herself as she slipped her legs under her like a frog and teetered on the balls of her feet. Toothless continued his break neck speed towards the dying animal. He curved into a slight dive, giving her a clear line between herself and the dragon. "I know."

She mumbled a count-down as her heart pounded with adrenaline. The howling dragon came closer into view.

_3…_

She could hear it's horrifying and blood curling scream as it tried desperately to fly.

_2…_

Hiccup's hair was flying in the wind as she stood up on Toothless' saddle, still bracing herself, but finding her balance and preparing to test her fate. Her eyes narrowed to slits in determination as she saw her chance coming.

_1…_

In two swift bounds, she ran across Toothless' body with her sword in her hand and lightly stepped onto his neck. He too squinted his eyes in concentration as her foot landed softly on his head, and he tossed it back like a springboard to give the elf flight into the air. She raised her sword above her head and yelled a battle cry as she flew towards the beast's head with three hundred feet of air between her and the ground. She arched her entire body, putting as much force into her arms as she could.

**_"FOS!"_** she heard from behind her, and she suddenly had the force she needed to mount the dragon and put it out of its misery.

The momentum of Hiccup's shout propelled her forward through the air towards the dragon's head. It tried to blast her with frost, but the power of the shout got her there before it could, and she wildly wacked her sword downward into the dragon's neck as soon as she collided with it. Her body bounced off of its neck as she slid her blade into its neck roughly, blood twisting and spiraling in the air.

Her sharp Nightingale blade cut through its rough armor like butter, and it died instantly with one final roar, falling the rest of the distance to the ground in a lifeless heap. With the dragon now dead, Cora found herself in free fall, still grasping onto the horns of the dragon and screaming.

"HICCUP!" she yelled, feeling the wind rush against her body impossibly faster. Then the dragon below her started to glow, its soul swirling in the whizzing air around her. Its skin became too hot to touch, so she let go and tried to spread her arms out to fall facing the ground. However the wind caught on her armor, sending her into a tumbling ball, hurtling towards the ground at alarming speeds.

"I'm coming, Cora!" Hiccup called to her, outstretched hand inches away from hers. Toothless maintained his steep dive, but the ground was approaching far too quickly for Hiccup's liking and he began desperately reaching for Cora's arm. The swirling of the golden soul was making it hard to see and latch onto her arm, and Hiccup was starting to make out individual bushes on the ground.

"Odin, don't do this to me!" he shouted, and with one last reach, he managed to grab her upper arm and haul her back onto Toothless. The dragon spread his wings as soon as she was onboard and jerked the two back as the wind caught within them, less than thirty feet off the ground.

The dragon who was previously threatening them was now nothing more than a skeleton, and crashed into the ground roughly before shattering, sending bones and bone fragments in all directions over the grassy plain.

Cora was in Hiccup's arms like a bride, her arms around his neck and her head buried into his underarm, still shaking and panting. He instinctively wrapped his arms around her tightly and pressed his cheek against the top of her head.

"Hey, hey," he cooed gently. "It's okay, I've got you. You're safe now." He rocked back and forth in comfort as Toothless leveled off into a stable and relaxing flight. When Cora offered no response but clinging tighter, Hiccup laughed and petted the Toothless' rumbling side, telling him to land. "That's enough flying in for the rest of the week, bud, let's take a break on solid ground."

Cora looked up at him, the effects of free fall and almost becoming a pancake still on her face. "For the week? How about for eight lifetimes, my Gods," she said. "I wouldn't even ride a dragon in Sovngarde if it was offered to me!"

Hiccup laughed again. "Flying becomes a drug, don't worry. With me around, you'll be hooked."

Cora just rolled her eyes and clung tighter.

The trio landed on the ground and Hiccup hopped off Toothless with ease, but the elf tumbled and swayed, needing the dragon's head to catch her from falling flat on her face several times. Hiccup thought it strange that the woman who was stupid enough to jump off of one dragon and onto another hundreds of feet in the air was having trouble with something as simple as standing.

He tilted his head, watching her giggle and scratch Toothless under the chin, his back leg twitching behind him with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. She seemed so happy, and so carefree, and something about her captivated him more than he had ever been before with anything.

She was so gentle, but oh so deadly. So afraid of the world, but so brave as to wield a sword in the face of the worst it had to offer. She was willing to expose her weaknesses to him, and trust him with her life. She was not the type to trust others so easily, that much he knew, and suddenly he felt honored to be the only man to witness her frightened, or saddened.

He was back on that snowy mountain to again, overtaken with the power of the Dovah, and forgetting all about Astrid to focus on Cora. Seeing Astrid again was amazing and everything he had wanted, but he had never been so bewitched by her as he was with Cora. It seemed as she controlled his body as he found himself walking closer, desiring to be as close to her as possible.

He began humming a familiar tune as he got closer to her, and, hearing him, she immediately looked into his eyes and blushed deeply, letting her hands drop away from Toothless. He stepped closer still, a teasing smile on his lips as he continued to hum the song of the Dragonborn.

Before his brain had registered anything, his arms were wrapped around her tightly, pressing her thin but full body close to his. It took all of the strength he could muster to not fall to his knees before her in a sad ball of moaning pleasure. Astrid felt good, but Cora felt like a puzzle piece locking into place, just where she was meant to fit.

His lips found her ear, his hot breath rushing over her. _"Dovahkiin, Dovahkiin,_ _naal ok zin los vahriin…"_ he sang softly against her flesh, causing her to quiver and wrap her arms around his torso, pulling him impossibly closer.

She was here. Right now. Astrid had left and Cora was right here. Where she needed to be.

"You were awake," she said quietly, almost embarrassed, but he giggled.

"Of course I was," he said, kissing her temple gently. "But I thought that if you knew I was awake, you wouldn't have put on that wonderful tunic or come into bed next to me."

She pulled away to stare into his flirtatious eyes, but she frowned. "Hiccup, can you please make up your mind?"

He was puzzled by her strange remark, and was even more so when she pushed his hands off of her thin waist. "Make up my mind about what?"

Cora sighed loudly, wordlessly calling him a moron. "I took down another dragon with you, yes. But I know the second you see Astrid, you're going to be goosh in her palms. You'll just lie to her again to make it look like you don't care for anyone else…"

"You don't know that!" Hiccup countered, offended.

"Yes I do, Haddock, you did once already," she said.

He blushed madly and ran a hand though his hair before shifting his weight nervously. "That was shock, alright? I was at High Hrothgar and all I could think about was you. You're a mystery I can't solve, Cora. I can control myself around Astrid. With you, it's different. Gods, I don't even know how I got over here," he confessed, his entire face now in flame.

Cora was silent for a moment as she thought about his words, but suddenly heard something rustling in the trees about thirty feet away at the foot of the forest. Her body jerked towards the sound defensively in response. Toothless lowered himself to the ground and bared his teeth as Cora drew and arrow back in the direction of the footsteps.

But then she heard something else. Clapping. She heard clapping.

A figure then emerged from behind the tree putting his hands together in admiration. "Hell of a fight, Dragonborn," he gestured to the sky. "Saw the whole thing."

Hiccup relaxed before responding with an awkward grin and a thank you, but Cora kept her arrow knocked and took a step forward.

The man was older, easily in his fifties, with long grey hair spilling down his back, dawning a matching set of armor to Astrid's, without the boots and the cowl. This man was barefoot, strong, with the darkness of the Void itself swimming in his eyes.

Cora's past then hit her faster than she had been falling before, taken aback by the sudden clarity of her memories: her father's screaming, his blood, her screaming, and this man's face, disappearing, unscathed, into the darkness, never to be seen again until this moment.

She grit her teeth together, seeing the smug and disgusting look on the man's face, his arms across his chest like he owned the province and could kill anyone he wanted with the massive axe on his back. He glanced at the small girl with little concern as to her pointy little needle, but when she started advancing on him with a glazed look in her eyes, he dropped his hands and began feeling uncomfortable with the situation. He took a step back.

"Look, ham hock, put that bow dow-" he managed to spit out, before an arrow was fired directly into his shoulder, knocking him to the ground with a grunt.

"Cora!" Hiccup yelled, trying to grab her and stop her from advancing on the man, but she tossed him off, using her anger to kick his metal leg out from under him and push him into the dirt.

She knocked another arrow and pointed it at the man's head. He was strangely calm at being threatened, which just made Cora angrier, but it was satisfying to know what he was in pain, almost unable to even touch the protrusion from his flesh without utter and complete agony.

She took a step closer, pointing the sharp tip into his forehead and drawing a single drop of blood which proceeded to run down his nose. She was shaking now, so angry she thought she would explode, but suddenly words were leaving her mouth.

"That was a warning shot," she hissed. "Admit that you killed Gadnor Moonbrooke four years ago, and maybe, just maybe, I'll have mercy, and kill you sooner rather than later."

**If you were wondering, my new cover art for this story is of this chapter, during the dragon fight. I have had this fight scene echoing in my head for months! Hope you liked. Feel free to review about the cover art as well, and have a wonderful day :) **
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"Dragonborn, let's go!" Delphine yelled, pounding on the door to Breezehome for what felt like the hundredth time. "It's already 7!" She continued her rough knocking, making the wood door shake against its frame.

From behind her, Esbern spoke up, worried she'd knock the door down before Hiccup made his way to it. "Maybe he is in Dragonsreach?" he pondered, "Maybe he already left?"

Delphine turned around, red-faced and fuming. "I told him 6 in the morning, and it's 7, Esbern. The Greybeards won't wait forever; their message was urgent. Besides, he doesn't know how to get there without my help."

Esbern sighed and directed his eyes towards the ground, knowing he had already lost this argument. "Maybe just give him a little longer?"

But he looked up to find that Delphine was no longer standing on the porch, hearing her footsteps disappear to the side of the house. "Aaand, you're not listening," he said in defeat, before crouching and sneaking his way behind the small house to follow his leader.

He rounded the corner just in time to see Delphine nimbly climbing into a side window that was left propped open by a stick. She grabbed the top of the window with both hands before lifting herself off the ground, pulling her legs up and into the window. The rest of her body followed suit, and she landed soundlessly inside the house.

Esbern quickly made his way over and attempted to fit himself into the narrow opening as the Balde's Master did. He dipped in headfirst, letting his legs kick out behind him. He shimmied his waist inward with a few grunts until his front half was heavier than his back, effectively tipping him into the room and onto his head with a less than graceful thud.

Delphine rolled her eyes before ignoring him and venturing further out of the alchemy room and into the rest of the house. The abode was warm and cozy, with still warm embers sizzling in the massive fireplace. The building was in no way Proudspire Manor, but is still felt overly homely and lived in. Everything was orderly, and like nothing had been disturbed. However, much to Delphine's dismay, it was empty.

She frowned before drawing a small dagger and heading up the stairs towards his bedroom, ready to slay him herself if he was still in bed. She roughly pushed open the door, catching papers and books under it as she did. Again, she frowned, seeing his bed was empty as well.

Esbern came trotting up the stairs as she sheathed her weapon and began walking around the room, examining its contents.

He poked his head into the room around the door, looking around the space. "No Hiccup here?"

Delphine kept her head to the floor, peeking into books and glancing at papers curiously. She wondered around the room, wood floorboards creaking below her. "No," she muttered. "Which is a problem."

The man nodded swiftly, then looked back to the occupied Delphine. "Shall I check around town? I doubt the beast with him will be hard to miss. I'll be following the screaming," he chuckled darkly.

"Look for the elf too, Cora, I think he called her," she said, nodding her head in the direction of the crumpled leather armor on the floor, too small to be Hiccup's. "No doubt they are traveling together. She's gone too."

Esbern nodded and turned away as she crouched, tilting her head to look under the bed. She reached next to the upper right leg of the bed before withdrawing a ripped piece of parchment. She stood back up, glancing at it with intensity, furrowing her eyebrows together. "Never mind, Esbern," she called, prompting him to return. "I know what he got up to."

Esbern tilted his head. "And that is?"

Delphine looked away from the paper and back up into his eyes before turning the scrap around to display it to him. A black handprint and nothing more was featured on the center of the page: the mark of the Dark Brotherhood.

"Looks like our little friend Astrid got to him first," she said. "Which is, indeed, a problem."

000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Hiccup hit the ground with a hard thud that managed to knock the wind out of him, and he was quickly struggling to catch his breath. He leaned up with a groan to see Cora advancing on the man, her arrow now digging into his head.

"Cora!" he called, "Stop this!" But there was no indication that Cora heard him, as she continued to mumble angry things that he couldn't comprehend, to the older man.

He moaned again, his strength failing him as he tried to stand. The Viking groped around for his dragon to steady him, but the Night Fury was focused on the confrontation. He looked helplessly at the wounded man, still panting, but finding it more difficult the harder he tried. He squinted his eyes as his insides began to rumble and tingle with power.

_"ZUN HAAL __**VIIK**__!"_

Cora's head whipped in his direction with a glazed look of fury in her eyes just before her bow was wrenched out of her vise-like grip and hurled into the woods. Her eyes narrowed into slits as her disarmament, but the man wasted no time to jump her.

He ripped the arrow out his shoulder in a flash and with almost no pain, tackling Cora to the ground with ease. She smashed into the dirt hard and struggled to breathe as his strong hands came down on her throat. Her own hands flew to her neck, scratching and trying to pull him off of her, but he held as firm as rock. She began panicking as her face purpled and she felt her larynx begin to crush under the pressure.

Now fully on top of her and straggling her kicking legs, he released one hand to reach for a dagger strapped to his thigh, keeping the other pressed firmed against her. Just as he was about to plunge it into her chest, he was suddenly hurled off of her with a hard swipe of Toothless' tail. The man grunted as air rushed out of his lungs from the impact, bouncing off of the ground twice before he skidded to a halt with a groan.

Toothless instantly put himself between the attacker and the elf, who was now taking deep labored breaths and hacking violently, massaging her bruising throat. The dragon faced the man and growled menacingly, bearing his teeth with his pupils narrowing into beast-like slits.

Hiccup ran to Cora's side and kneeled, thumping on her back to get air moving through her again. He looked back up at the man, now looking completely terrified with his hands above his head in surrender, eyes locked with the angry Night Fury.

Cora's sputtered words turned his head back towards her, and she was staring into his eyes miserably. "He…" she rasped, before coughing violently again. "He ki-…."

Hiccup shushed her gently, running a hand through her hair. "Just relax, Cora. Breathe." He gave her a quick peck on the forehead before standing up and facing the man. He held his head high as he walked next to his dragon and pulled the handle to his flame sword out of its clasp on his pants. The Viking lit it with ease, feeling fire burn down the metal and into the blade, ready to torch the man who had hurt his Bosmer.

Cora's attacker paled slightly. "Did you call her Cora? As in Cora Moonbrooke? As in Astrid's little science project?"

From behind him, Hiccup felt the intensity of Cora's death glare.

"The same," he said.

Instantly he jumped to his feet, ignoring the round red-brown blood stain that was appearing through his light armor. "Well then this is my mistake, and we are not speaking about this little spat to her. Ever," he almost threatened.

Hiccup gave the man a strange look through squinted eyes as the massive man stuck out a hand respectfully in Hiccup's direction. "Arnbjorn."

Hiccup stood there for a moment, staring at his hand, before extinguishing the flame in his blade and clasping his hand with his. "Haddock. Hiccup Haddock."

Arnbjorn gave a slight snort before shaking Hiccup's hand roughly, almost lifting the meager Viking off the ground and smashing him back into it. "So that's the name of our Savior," he teased sarcastically. "Hm. Sounds kind of familiar."

Hiccup released his grasp with the man to awkwardly straighten out his armor again, keeping his eyes down. "I know, right?" he joked along, but with a slight poison in his voice. "Everyone is named Hiccup these days."

Arnbjorn chuckled, but was instantly silenced after making eye contact with Cora, who was sitting miserably on the ground behind Hiccup, still rubbing her throat and wheezing. Through her pain, she held her eyes firm on him, staring him down as if he was her next meal. The hardened assassin's blood almost ran cold after seeing the look of absolute hatred, betrayal, and agony on the young woman's face. Usually he would enjoy causing such utter and complete despair, but on her beautiful and youthful features, it just looked so _wrong_.

Almost sensing him let his guard down, Cora stood up, trying not to wobble, and made her way over to the pair. Even with hand prints on her neck in purplish marks to display her weakness, she still held her head tall, threatening to kill Arnbjorn with just her eyes.

"You killed my father," she sputtered darkly. "And a person who willingly can take away everything another has, deserves to die."

"I kill a lot of people, dear," he said, crossing his arms again. "And I'm still kickin'."

Before she could register what she was doing, she was lunging at him, only to be caught in Hiccup's arms. Her arms were flailing out in front of her, trying to reach him and smother the life out of his pompous beady eyes. She tried to push at Hiccup's arm around her waist, but he just held firmer. "YOU MONSTER!" she screamed, before lifting up her legs and attempting to run towards him, also with no avail. "You took my father away from me!"

The man simply shrugged with a snort. "I tend to do that when Sithis commands it," he said, before turning and beginning to walk away. He gave one last little glance to Toothless over his shoulder before completely turning his back on the struggling pair. "Word of advice, Haddock, keep your Bosmer on a leash next time."

Still burning with rage, Cora spit after him as best as she could, the gooey ball landing next to his bare feet. "Ya, walk away, _coward_," she spat, the word rolling off of her tongue and lined with vengeance.

He paused for a moment, before turning back around to face Cora again. The darkness she saw seep into his eyes was enough to question what she had gotten herself into, but she held strong, silently promising her father that she would win him justice.

Cora struggled again as he got closer to her face, face now red with anger. Hiccup swore he saw a flash of red in the man's eyes, and almost like his skin was boiling, waiting to break free.

Seeing the elf's fear and the tears forming in her eyes caused a massive and horrific grin to erupt in his face, chilling Hiccup to his bones. Then the voice of a rabid animal came pouring out of the man's mouth.

"I enjoyed watching his life drain away. I loved watching his blood seep into the plants as that arrow milked him of his life," he taunted, increasing Cora's thrashed. She was now elbowing Hiccup repeatedly in the ribs causing his eyes to water and urging his teeth to bite down on his bottom lip, but he held strong.

"Gods, stop!" she called miserably through tears, but the man continued his verbal assault.

"And then there was his darling little girl," he sneered with disgust, now bearing fangs as coarse hairs sprouted on his hands, "not able to do anything, and screaming all the way to the Void for her _daddy_," he mocked.

Cora continued her thrashing, crying madly, words escaping her. Her eyes were blurred from heated anger, and her chest ached, being bombarded with so many emotions at once. She felt as though she was going to explode, a scream forming deep in her carnal self. She threw her head back in agony, uncontrollable sobs wracking her body as the man continued taunting her with his horrible words.

"ENOUGH!" Hiccup yelled, louder and sterner than she had ever heard him before. Cora was drawn quickly back into reality, and she felt her anger dissipate, registering Hiccup's strong arms coiled tightly around her.

"Why?!" he snapped again, being to only one who was thinking clearly. He glanced back up from the ground into the man's inhuman eyes. "Why did you kill him? Let's start there."

Slowly, Arnbjorn regained control of his human body, the red of blood fading from his eyes. He crossed his arms again before giving a stern look to the elf, eyeing her in warning. He lowered his gaze and sighed deeply. "I've had hundreds of contracts in my life, but never have I forgotten that one."

Instead of sounding distraught, he referred to the murder in a happy tone, almost recalling the event as a fond and cherished memory. Cora was infuriated at him treating the situation so lightly, but relaxed, feeling Hiccup's thumbs drawing small circles on her skin. During the struggle, his hands had ended on the bare of her stomach under her chest plate. Sensing that it was calming her, he continued his sensual ovals.

"Tell me what he did to deserve death," she muttered, sounding like a completely helpless child.

Arnbjorn looked into her face again and sighed, knowing that this girl deserved at least the truth. She had come so far and searched much too long, and the werewolf was finding that he could not possibly deny her that.

"Four years ago," he began, "Valenwood was in shambles, and economic downturn, faced with a drought that killed almost everything in sight."

Cora hung her head in sorrow. "I remember that. It was awful. Children were eating dirt and drinking in puddles…my own aunt died of starvation."

Arnbjorn nodded. "Ravaged by his sister's death, Gadnor Moonbrooke, your father, utilized his position on the Bosmer counsel, and planned to get the province back on its feet as soon as possible, no matter the cost. Their goal was to use the area's current resources to find a solution, and they did.

"The province was allied with a certain Viking tribe called the Berserkers," he explained. Cora felt Hiccup's hand still at the name he obviously recognized, and began to listen intently.

"and Valenwood was filled with last harvest's lumber, so what better way to turn the situation around than to sell the wood to them in the most profitable way possible: in the form of weapons.

"Your father, Cora, decided that the best way to sell weapons would be to start a war. War means supplies. War means armor. War means lot and lots of wood for ships, catapults, crossbows, you name it," he said.

Cora paled in horror. "My father," she stuttered, "caused a war?"

Arnbjorn shook his head. "No. He did not get the chance. You see, his plan was to frame the Berserkers and force them into war with an enemy tribe, making supplies from Valenwood a necessity."

Hiccup furrowed his brow tightly. "And how exactly did they plan to do that?"

Arnbjorn smiled evilly. "In an ingenious way, actually. The elves planned to kill the young heir of the enemy tribe, and frame the Berserkers, forcing them to declare war. Moonbrooke himself was going to make the venture to the Archipelago, due to his skill with a bow. However, the Berserker's caught on, and summoned the Brotherhood to eliminate him, before they were wrongly plunged into war."

Hiccup almost didn't let him finish as he interjected a question with haste. "Who was the target?"

"A boy of 17," Arnbjorn replied. "The heir to the Hairy Hooligan tribe, and the son of Chief Stoic the Vast."

Hiccup felt as though all of the air was knocked out of him at once, and he released his grip on Cora, stumbling backwards into Toothless. He struggled to catch his breath as his head spun rapidly like a top. "It was me…" he mumbled. He looked up into Cora's confused eyes with the most heartbroken look a man could manage. "Your father was killed because of me…"

Cora's face shifted when her words met her ears, and she soon stared instinctually at him like a piece of meat rather than the man she loved. Arbjorn ended the sudden awkward silence with a hardy laugh, not hearing what Hiccup had said.

"I didn't know what the big deal with this heir was," he said through a laugh. "But it was apparently really important to Astrid. We were just going to hand the contract off to the new girl, a dark elf by the name of Chimera, but nooo!" he said, smiling widely.

"Astrid wanted me to do it. She knew I had the most successful kill rate in the Brotherhood, so she begged and begged me to take the contract, and make sure Moonbrooke was very dead. I'm still not exactly sure why that contract meant so much to her, but she offered me something in return: if I returned with the news that Moonbrooke was dead and the heir was still alive, she would return my affections, and become my wife."

He glanced up at the blue sky with a happy look to his one feral eyes, breathing a deep sigh that would only be described as love-struck. "So that is why I loved that contract, no offence Cora," he pointed out off-handily to the elf, still staring at a sick-looking Hiccup, fist balled at her sides.

"That one simple kill gave me the ability to ravage that gorgeous body every the hell I wanted to," he said, lust curling dangerously in his voice. He gave a small scoff. "Not that she was complaining. Hel, that woman likes it rough-"

"Can we stop? Please?" Hiccup's voice practically begged. He was now curled miserably into a ball next to Toothless, looking like a beaten toddler, his eyes red and his hands quivering. "I'm done talking about this."

Arnbjorn snorted and looked away with an annoyed grin. "This little chat wasn't for you, fishbone, it was for the lady."

"Do you love her?" Hiccup said, rising to his feet.

Arnbjorn let his face fall as he stared at Hiccup. "Excuse me?"

"Did I mumble?" Hiccup asked, taking a shaky step towards the man, anger licking at his insides with a fury he had never known. "I asked: do you love her?"

The assassin looked taken aback, then slowly let his head fall into a weak nod. "With all of my heart, Dragonborn."

Hiccup let out a humorless laugh at his answer, before running a hand through his hair and pacing in circles. His otherwise strong and flawless emerald eyes welled up with tears.

He could not get the burning image of Astrid being taken by another man out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. Her moans of pleasure were probably the same as when the two of them had made love. His stomach churned, and a cold, unwelcomed shiver ran up his spine at the thought. His lover, his Astrid, his _everything-_ gone. He imagined those three simple words, all one syllable each but with the power to change everything, being said in her voice, but to this man, and not to him.

_I love you, Arnbjorn._

Hiccup closed his eyes and grumbled miserably, before sinking to the ground, his face buried in his hands. When Cora's hand softly laid on his back, he jolted upwards. "Hiccup-" she started, but he stopped her, smacking her hand away with his.

"Don't touch me," he sputtered, before quickly rising to his feet and facing a confused Arnbjorn. Without breaking the eye contact, he dug into his pocket and pulled out what seemed to be a blue sapphire ring. It shone in the afternoon sunlight, and he glanced at it briefly in disgust before throwing it at Arnbjorn's naked feet.

With one last slicing look, tears streaming down his face, he turned away and sauntered into the woods, his dragon tailing close behind in concern. Toothless pushed his snout into Hiccup's hand, but the Viking jerked away, and walked faster into the trees.

Cora let out a sigh, watching him leave. Despite her anger, she still had half the mind to go after him, but she knew that if he was rejecting even his best friend, she stood no chance in consoling him. She thought she was crazy. She was standing in a secluded meadow alone with her father's killer, but all she wanted to do was run and embrace Hiccup in her arms; she didn't care if she never saw Arbjorn again. Everything she'd ever searched for was right there and waiting, but everything she'd ever wanted had just walked away, completely heartbroken.

Arnbjorn turned to the elf with a face that demanded an explanation. He pointed in Hiccup's direction as soon as he was out of earshot. "What the Hel was that about?"

Cora smiled miserably at his question, still watching Hiccup disappear into the Skyrim forest. She didn't look at Arnbjorn as she spoke, keeping her eyes glued to his shrinking form. "He is the heir my dad wanted killed," she said quietly, hardly believing her own words, "and he came here after four years, looking for the love of his life."

She paused before turning to face the assassin, who was still looking confused and mildly offended, but she continued. "He came here looking for Astrid Hofferson."
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**FUN FACT: Hiccup chose a sapphire ring to give to Astrid because it reminded him of her eyes.**

**Chapter 23: I Love You**

Cora sauntered along, keeping her eyes to the ground and ducking under branches carefully as they came along in her path. Her jaw was aching, tired of clenching her muscles to keep her tears within her eyes, but it was worth it. She leaned gracefully to the side to dodge another, feet silently making light contact with the ground.

Arnbjorn followed behind her, less gracefully dealing with the twigs by swatting them away. He did not change his course of movements just because something was in his way. His brows were crunched together, eyes narrowing on the back of the elf's head. He still did not trust her.

"No, I'm not planning on killing you," Cora stated without turning around. "So you can stop burning holes in my armor."

"So that's it then?" he questioned, pushing aside another branch and taking a massive step forward. "You're just going to let me live? I expected a bit of a fight, you did spend your whole life searching for me." He looked up to gauge her reaction, but she was still dancing among the branches and fallen logs, seemingly calm and in control. He smelled both her fear and her sadness, but it wasn't enough to faze her hardened exterior.

"Yup," she said. "Just like that."

They finally entered a clearing and found a small cobblestone road. It had not been used in years; completely abandoned and in need of repairs. Cora knelt to the ground and pinched up a piece of dirt, letting it crumble and fall to the ground again while studying it intently. She took a deep inhale before she looked up again, glancing down the sloping road. She nodded back towards Arnbjorn and tilted her head down the trail, urging him to follow.

His hands were at his side and a curious grin played upon his face, almost as if her was judging her and trying to point out her ignorance all at the same time.

She nodded a little more roughly and urgently, threatening with her gaze alone, before standing up with a roll of her eyes. She turned her back on him and began heading in her indicated direction.

"Either you're more stupid that you look or you have something to prove, missy," Arnbjorn spat. "Do you know what I am?"

Cora scoffed. "Of course I do, dog."

The man growled in response, but soon followed after her. "So, what, a sudden believer in Stendarr?" he said, breaking into a slight jog to catch up with her.

Again, Cora snorted condescendingly and continued her careless but graceful saunter. "Mara, more like," she muttered under her breath.

Arnbjorn let out a sarcastic and incriminating laugh. "I can hear you, you know, wolf bait."

Cora turned around to shoot him daggers with her flaming eyes, daring to shut him up. She turned back around to gaze the horizon. "I'm not a girl for mercy, but if my father wanted to kill Hiccup, then I guess he got what was coming to him."

To this, the werewolf was taken slightly aback. "Really? An elf with nothing but revenge is suddenly cured by some, boy? Somehow I don't believe that."

Cora turned her head again, eyes smoldering with heat and her mouth curling into a coy grin. "Then don't."

To this Arnbjorn reflexively gulped, causing Cora to laugh. "I'm teasing, don't be such a puppy. If my father had killed him, the world would have never met the Dragonborn, and I never would have met the love of my life."

The elderly man shook his head with a grin before chuckling. "I could smell it on you, your lust. You were never hiding it."

Cora plainly ignored him, continuing to scan the forest around the trail. "So I'm in love with Hiccup, and trying to get him to fall out of love with a woman who happens to be your wife. By a sudden and inexplicable change of fate, it looks like we are on the same team."

Arnbjorn clenched his jaw at the mention of Hiccup and Astrid's past together. "Look, if I wasn't on a contract, I'd be trying to-"

Cora cut him off by stopping dead in her tracks and holding up her hand. "He's here somewhere."

Arnbjorn pushed past her and kept walking. "I have beast blood in me, and didn't pick up anything."

Cora held her hand out to push against his chest, stopping him again. "That's because you can't feel it. You can't feel him like I do."

"Oh really? Can't feel him, huh? Just how long have you known each-" She hushed him again, completely ignoring him and letting her heart pound in her ears fast and strong. Her blood was running hot, adrenalin pumping through her system. Her eyes scanned the forest rapidly, darting between trees.

"Hiccup!" she called. "Hiccup, come out!"

"So…" Arnbjorn started. "I take it he doesn't know how you feel?"

Cora turned back at him, scrunching her brow. "Shut up before I muzzle you."

Arnbjorn scoffed before scanning the road again with an aim to prove the elf an idiot. He focused his senses, and was able to pick up the slight smell of distressed human before hearing a small twig crack under his weight.

"Stay away from me, Cora. Just go," a miserable voice pleaded from the trees. He seemed so desperate and small, so miserable and heart broken. Cora felt her heart drop.

"No, Hiccup!" Cora yelled back with enough emotional force to send birds around her into flight. "Nothing in this world or any other could make me leave you."

Tears welling in her eyes, she bolted nimbly into the trees in the direction of his voice, feet almost unable to carry her there fast enough. She dropped her defenses, and ignored Arnbjorn as she continued her sprint. When she spotted a mop of auburn-ginger hair, fingers meshed into its locks miserably, her feet pounded along impossibly faster.

Hiccup looked up with tears in his eyes only moments before Cora smashed into him, letting the full force of her sprint shove him from his fetal sitting position to flat on the ground. She buried her face in the crook of his neck and fisted her hands into his armor as best as she could, holding onto him for dear life. "Hiccup, this isn't your fault," she sobbed.

The thin Viking tried to push her away, but she only held tighter.

"I just don't want you to think that this changes anything. I loved my father, but I love you more."

He suddenly stilled below her, giving into her crushing embrace. She held onto him tighter, throwing her body on top of his and wrapping her arms around his neck. She let a shutter race through her entire body again, taking in as much of his physicality as possible.

Her father was a great man, and the perfect person to raise such a strong and independent daughter, but if he was going to rid the world of someone so beautiful, well then he deserved to rot in Oblivion, cold and alone. If his death saved Hiccup and led her to him, so be it. It was meant to be. She knew that she was always meant to follow the leads of his murder. She always felt this burning desire to keep going. But she knew now it wasn't for revenge. The Gods were leading her on, to find him.

Cautiously, his spindly arms wrapped around her shoulders and pulled her closer. Hiccup looked down into her mussed black hair, seeing her completely defenseless and undone in his arms. His heart suddenly beat faster as her shaking form fell wonderfully between his hips, her legs intertwining with his. She felt so much closer to him right then, as their souls mended together as one. He felt her breath, her heart, and her pain. Her chest pushed into his with every inhale, and let him in further with every exhale. Every inch of her body and soul was open to him, for him to explore, study, and understand.

He found himself bowing into her hair and closing his eyes, puffing hot air across her scalp as he calmed her. His hand reached up to run his fingers through her ebony locks, soft against his calloused flesh.

"Hush, my love," he cooed, heart racing faster. He rocked her gently in his arms, allowing her sobbing to slow.

Cora lifted her head from his now soaked armor and stared lovingly into his swirling emerald eyes. For once, she saw them filled with soft light and liquid; swimming with love and swimming with passion. She almost did not recognize them. They still maintained their recognizable gorgeous hue, but they were less cold and less solid. Every inch of him was open for her, to take in, to understand, and to treasure. She saw it then. He was hers.

"Look, I hate to interrupt this little love fest you've got going on, but we've got to keep moving if we want to get to the sanctuary before sunset," Arnbjorn interrupted from behind the pair, causing them to jump apart. "And I'm not what I used to be."

Hiccup glanced at Cora, a hot red blush now burning in her cheeks. He chucked, the hue still strange on her cheeks. Just two months ago she was about to be killed, along with him, at the Helgen block. From then until now, he had seen Cora in almost every shade: the red of anger, the green of a hangover, the blue of sadness, and the pale flush of embarrassment. With just a look, he could know what she was feeling, and with one hug, he could convince himself that someone in this world was here to help him and here to stay. The way she fit so snuggly against his body could not be coincidence. He was made for her.

He remembered that day at High Hrothgar; remembered shouting for the first time and discovering that he was the Dragonborn. She gave him power, and gave him hope. He was the sole reason that he was able to handle the shock and the power of learning this new side of himself. If Astrid's disappearance had any upside, it was that his search brought him to her. Cora confessed her love even after discovering that he was the reason for her father's death, while a few years apart caused Astrid to fall in love all over again.

Cora glanced around, registering that the sun was, indeed, setting. She looked back down to find Hiccup staring at her, completely lost in thought and practically drooling. Her grin flatted to a sarcastic line as she dropped her forehead. "Nirn to Hiccup," she muttered. "Viking!"

His pupils shrunk in his shock as he came back into the moment, shaking his head to place his mind back into reality.

Cora giggled. "My eyes are up here," she teased.

Hiccup scrunched his nose. "I was staring at your eyes."

She let loose another uncharacteristically girly chuckle. "I'm teasing you, Hicky."

The Viking scrunched his face further and held up his hands, lowering his head. "Never. Never again will you call me that. If you do, I am sure to stop loving you." He looked up at her again, eyes sarcastically teasing. It made her toes crinkle in her leather boots.

"Oh, I'm sure," Cora laughed again, finally raising to her feet and walking off in Arnbjorn's direction. She glared at the man, but was still bubbling after the moment with the Dragonborn.

"We won't be needing your guidance anymore, wolf. He doesn't need to see Astrid," she threw him a sly wink, and he gave a small but relieved sigh. However, he knotted his eyebrows together and glanced at the ground nonetheless.

"As much as I'd love for you to take your little passion party elsewhere, I need to take you to Astrid. She looking for you," he stated. "You know about us."

Cora crossed her arms, eyes now steely as Hiccup approached her from behind. He placed his soothing hands on her shoulders, and she sighed deeply, almost upset that his touch could affect her so much. Their weight made her shiver, but she held her own. She felt even stronger when a warm scaling snout pressed against the crook of her knee, rumbling comfortingly. For once, she felt like she had meaning, or a purpose. She would choose her own path.

"I am not joining your league of killers, Arnbjorn. You're alive because your actions saved this man's life, but that doesn't mean I'm suddenly buddy-buddy with the group that murdered a young girl's father." Cora glanced away, her chest constricting in pain.

Hiccup read her mind and felt her pain, taking a step closer to press his chest against her back. The surge of heat that ran through her body was intoxicating, and the drug of his body allowed her to relax. "I have done too much killing in my life already, and I am not too keen in ending the life of someone else's father, just for the whole process to repeat itself."

Arnbjorn stared blankly at her. "You talk as though you have a choice, but if you don't wish to become a part of our family, I'm sure that Astrid could find a way to get you out."

Cora reached up to stroke the soft skin of Hiccup's hand still resting on her shoulder before nodding. "Alright. Let's go."

Everything seemed to blur around her as she agreed instead of fighting, but she knew that everything would be alright, as long as she was with the man she loved, who loved her too.

000000000000000000

Delphine sat on the table in her secret Blades room in Riverwood, tapping the heel of her foot briskly against its wooden leg. Her elbows rested on her knees and her hands held her face. Her sinking eyes darted back and forth like she was watching a pitiful ping pong game, her eyes glued miserably to the muttering Nord in front of her.

She stared at Esbern, pacing back and forth in the small stone room, a finger tapping against his tightened mouth, deep in thought. "Look, Delphine, maybe we don't need the Greybeards," he finally said.

The woman groaned. "Yes we do, they are the only ones that can help Hiccup with his shouts, we've been over this."

"We are lying to them, Delphine. They don't know that we are setting up Hiccup to fight the World Eater. If they did, they'd shut us out and they would lose the small respect they still have for the Blades."

She tilted her head and eyed him strangely. "When have you ever cared about deceit, Saint?"

Esbern sighed in defeat. "We need them on our side. The Dragonborn could return to Berk. If Astrid tells Hiccup that-"

The woman hushed him. "She won't. We just need to find out where he is."

"But-"

"No buts, Esbern," she spoke sternly. "It was 4 years ago. And our little friend is plenty happy with her murderous lifestyle and her wolf of a husband, she can't still be mad."

The man looked into her harsh eyes, standing up a bit taller. He knew that, once again, he was not going to win this fight. "Fine. Then where do we start?"

Delphine hopped off of her table before turning around and placing her hands on it, leaning over to study the map tacked to its surface. She squinted her eyes and drew a finger down and across the map before stopping over a crudely drawn forest. "I've heard rumors of a sanctuary in the forests outside of Falkreath," she said. She reached across the table to grab a small marking flag, and stuck the end of it through the map, shoving it into the wood. The lone red flag jutted out of the otherwise empty looking forest. "We start there at dawn."

000000000000000000000000

"Silence, my brother," Arnbjorn spoke, standing before a massive slab of stone, marking the entrance to the Dark Brotherhood.

Cora heard the massive skull-adorned door click almost violently, shaking dust off of its crevices. "Welcome…home…" the door seemed to say, before opening slightly, hot sickly air rushing out and around the feet of the two lovers behind him.

He looked back at the two, nerves coming off of them in sweet-sour waves, burning the inside of his nose. He admired how, even though the elf's eyes were wide with fear, she held onto her bow and placed herself between the unknown of the door and Hiccup.

He placed his hand on the door in preparation to open it before he nodded his head, urging them to follow. He turned around, pushing the door open and revealing the entrance to the dank cave that smelled of death and fresh blood.

However, his path was disrupted by a strange man, whose nose was inches away from the opening door. His eyes were wide with craze, and a massive, toothy grin stretched from one of his ears to the other. He was crouched down in the doorway, ginger hair coming out from under a strange jester's hat. His obviously toned body was hidden under a bloodied and dirtied jester's motely that perfectly matched his headwear.

Arnbjorn instantly jolted back in surprise with a small innocent yelp, causing Cora to cover her mouth to stifle a snort, and even Hiccup was in battle with a grin. "My god, Sithis!" he exclaimed, instinctively wrapping his arms around himself in surprise. "Cicero!"

To this, the jester shrugged with a disturbing giggle. "Cicero just wanted to know what all of the commotion was about. Cicero has to know everyone who comes and goes from the sanctuary, as Keeper."

Arnbjorn grunted and balled his fists, obviously frustrated beyond belief. The jester continued to giggle as the werewolf entered the cave, shoving the man out of his way with a flex of his massive bicep. He crumpled a handful of motley and pushed the man into the wall and out of his way. The jester let out a consuming laugh as he was shoved against the rock, Arnbjorn passing without another look.

The man then turned his head, straightening out his hat which caused his bells to stir and ring. Then, catching a sight of Cora and Hiccup, jumped to his feet and bowed theatrically. "Humble Cicero lives to serve," he muttered, before looking up at them with another massive smile. Cora felt an uncomfortable shiver run down her spine. Something about this man just gave her the creeps.

"Come on inside, meat," Arnbjorn called. "And ignore the crazy jester."

Cicero glanced behind him, narrowing his eyes. He suddenly stomped on the ground and crossed his arms in a pout, much like a child. "Cicero was just trying to make friends with the pretty dragon," he grumbled. Taking in the strange looks from the trio, he busted up laughing again, slapping his knee enthusiastically. "Crazy? Cicero! Haha! That's…" he snorted, tears almost welling in his eyes, "madness!"

Hiccup winced before turning around to face Toothless, a confused look plastering the dragon's face as well. "Stay out here, bud, we'll be back soon."

The dragon grumbled before trotting off to find a nice place to curl up for the night next to the cave. He shot one last look at the jester as he finally passed out of sight. Hiccup then turned around to face the jester again, now in hysterics and wiping visible tears from his eyes.

"Ya, uh…got it, Cicero. Not crazy," Hiccup muttered, running a hand through his hair. He slid uncomfortably past the man, holding Cora's hand. He began wishing that the doorway was wider, because the man did not move from his position. Hiccup slid himself past, pressing himself against the opposite wall to stay as far away from Cicero as possible. The jester only grinned, eyes wide and following his every move.

Hiccup finally made his way down a long staircase with Cora in tow, leading into a more open, but equally dank and disgusting room. Hesitantly, Hiccup looked over his shoulder to see if the jester was following him. A chill ran down his spine when he looked backwards at a completely vacant hallway, the dead air hanging ominously. He almost wished the jester was there, then he wouldn't have to start wondering where he was.

"Well that was creepy as Hel," he stated, glancing back at Cora. She still stood strong, but nodded in agreement.

Maybe he was hidden among the shadows waiting to pounce, or crawling along the ceiling for all Hiccup knew, his head spinning and a dagger clutched in his hand ready to-

"Don't worry about Cicero, he couldn't harm a fly," a sultry voice called from behind them.

Hiccup turned around into the room, coming face to face with Astrid. She wore a coy smile he was familiar with, but her armor hugged at her unknown womanly curves wonderfully. Her hair was tied back in multiple braids, exposing her forehead and making her eyes seem even brighter and bigger in the candlelight. She took three steps closer before crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe, cocking out her hip.

Arnbjorn walked up next to her with a grin before wrapping his arms around her midsection sideways, bending over to place a slopping kiss on her cheek. However, Astrid's face made no recognition of his actions, as she held her simmering eye contact with Hiccup and never let her seductive grin waver.

Cora swallowed what seemed to be bile rising in her throat and gripped Hiccup's hand tighter. Even though he was still staring at Astrid, he squeezed her fingers back tightly, allowing the elf to breathe again.

Arnbjorn opened his eyes and removed his mouth from her face with a wet pop. His arms fell down to his sides as he grinned a goofy grin; the smiled of a man so obviously and hopelessly in love. "I'm heading out to Whiterun for that contact Nazir gave to me," he told his wife.

She nodded with a slight and uncaring "uh-huh," now eyeing Hiccup up and down. Cora cringed.

Arnbjorn glanced back at Hiccup before taking a small step away from her, a blush threatening to creep into his cheeks. He felt like a third wheel. "Well, I will leave you to it then," he said, leaning over and giving the blonde one more peck on the cheek. "I love you Astrid, so much." Cora's heart nearly melted out of her chest. His words were so raw, honest, and _human_. The being that killed her father and disappeared into the brush had a wife whom he loved. The thought was strange to her. All of this time, she thought she was hunting a nightmare with the ability to control her, her fate, and her entire life, but seeing him now, he was just a man.

Astrid finally broke her gaze with Hiccup to glace up at her husband with a forced smile. "Love you too," she muttered quickly, now holding a staring contest with the pebble at his feet.

The man straightened. "I'll be off, then," he said miserably, before turning around to leave. As soon as Astrid heard the Black Door shut, she raised her head again to stare at Hiccup, hand in hand with Cora.

"I'm glad you are both here, I need to discuss business with you," she said.

She walked over towards a large table with a map marked by several flags that occupied most of the room. She leaned over it and began to study it. "Do you know why you are here, Cora?"

The elf furrowed her brow. "Because I killed Grelod?"

Astrid scoffed. "Well, yes. And because I know you have a special connection to this Brotherhood. Had it just been because of that wench, I would have sent someone to kill you instead."

Cora gripped Hiccup's hand, leaning in closer to him for more comfort. She sought his physical contact to let her know that she was going to get past all of this one day. "How do I have a connection with murderers?"

Astrid turned around to face her, leaning her rear on the edge of the table and crossing her arms. "Your father was killed by this organization," she said with almost no feeling attached. The tone made Cora's anger flare up inside, but Hiccup was there to quietly shush her.

"So?" she responded.

"At the time it happened, I was new around here. Had only killed once before."

Hiccup shuttered to think about his Astrid as a killer, and it was his turn to lean into Cora.

"But I was not going to let anyone kill Hiccup, as I hope you understand, my dear," she continued.

"I do understand, which explains why your puppy of a husband only has one arrow hole where nothing important resides," Cora snapped. "But what does this have to do with my father?"

"Just that no one told me until recently that you yourself, witnessed the murder; that he bled to death in your own arms."

Cora was shaking now. "Yes, he did. Shut up about it or give me answers."

"Its means you have the mark of Sithis, Cora. Sithis-drawn blood on another being is a claiming mark, allowing him to crawl into your skin and make you kill. It's a beautiful thing, really." She strode forward. "All of this time that you have been searching for us, this flaming anger, this desire for blood, it is all the work of our glorious Dread Lord. He led you to us, and made you a natural agent of death."

Cora took a deep breath as horror flushed through her. She felt anger flare up inside her again, and was disgusted to now know where her murderous thoughts originated. She clung to Hiccup's arm, and felt color return to her face. "I am not a murderer."

Astrid threw her head back and laughed. "No no, of course not," she said sarcastically. "Just a servant to your memories."

Hiccup leaned into Cora, almost blocking her view of Astrid with a scowl on his face. "How can you help her?"

Astrid stared him straight in the eye before a grin snuck onto her face. "I can't. She would need to fall in love with me."

The Viking's eyes widened. "That's it? She just needs to fall in love? That's…oddly simple."

Astrid snorted condescendingly. "But she needs to be loved in return by not just anyone, but by one of tremendous power; someone like my husband or a mighty mage. And they need to love her for her," she almost chuckled. "Flaws and all."

Hiccup turned to stare into the frightened eyes of Cora, but leaned in to whisper in her ear. "I don't know if I count for much, but I love you."

Cora felt lightening bounce around her stomach at the words, feeling as though everys nerve ending in her body was at full attention and tingling. She snuggled in closer, almost forgetting that anyone else was in the room. "I love you too." His radiant smile gave her goose bumps.

"Aw, now isn't that sweeeet!" a high-pitched voice called from right behind them.

"GAH!" Hiccup leapt away from the jester with the horrible grin and flailed his arms about to keep his balance on uneven feet, crashing into the side of a bookshelf. Cicero's face was inches away from Cora's, and even though she didn't react as spectacularly as Hiccup, she leaned her body dramatically away from him as insane golden eyes bored into hers.

To this, Astrid chuckled. "Cicero? Cora? Would you mind heading down to the pond? I would like to talk to Hiccup alone, if that's alright."

Cora's head snapped towards Astrid, eyes glaring at the soulless blonde. She simply smiled and pretended to plead. "Please?"

Cicero was suddenly jumping up and down. "OOO! OOO! Cicero will take you to meet my dear and sweet Listener!" He grabbed Cora's wrist and began hauling her towards the stairs. "Chimera is Cicero's Listener, and oh is she wonderful!" he cheered, skipping into the doorway. Cora broke her staring contest with Astrid and turned to give Hiccup one last look of _help me_ before she disappeared down the stairs with Cicero's laughter.

Hiccup pushed himself up off of the bookshelf and began walking towards the doorway to follow his elf, but Astrid cut off his path, her face now inches from his. "She will be fine," she cooed. "No one here will hurt her."

The man looked over her shoulder, but, determining that he could no longer see her, slouched down and blew the hair off of his forehead. He was about to turn away when Astrid spoke.

"You look good," she said, discussing him almost as if he were candy. "And I'm trying to find a way to come home."

Hiccup stared into her eyes. "It's obvious that you are needed here, Astrid."

She took one step closer to him and stood on her tip toes to make her lips level with his. "You grew."

Hiccup jumped backwards, running a hand through his hair and teetering on his metal foot. "Ya," he stuttered. "Guess I did."

Astrid covered the space between them again, reaching up to cup his face. "It's me, Hiccup. It's axe-wielding, Stormfly-riding, Snotlout-hating me," she paused. "How is that moron, by the way?"

Hiccup blushed instantly. "Er, he's, uh…he's chief."

Astrid dropped her playful grin and her hand. "Oh."

"Ya…" Hiccup started again, eyes darting along the ground. "I was away too much."

Astrid looked back into his face, entrancing him with sea-blue eyes. "Looking for me."

Hiccup returned her loving gaze. "Yes…looking for you."

Without another word or thought, Astrid popped to the balls of her feet and planted a soft kiss against Hiccup's wind-chapped lips. Her hands flew up to cup his face as her eyes flitted closed.

Hiccup threw his hands up to push her away, but she felt so safe, so familiar, and so much like home, that instead of shoving at her shoulders, he was caressing her, moaning in pleasure rather than distress. He tilted his head into a better angle and kissed her back, hands coming to rest on her waist. She didn't feel like a puzzle piece, but she felt like something he knew in this foreign place.

After a few heated minutes, the two broke apart, still holding each other close. They bumped foreheads and stared into each other's eyes. "I'm finding a way to come home, not matter what it takes," Astrid said, faced flushed and lips swollen perfectly.

Hiccup smiled, lost in the moment. "Okay."

Astrid looked down his armor with a coy grin before wrapping a finger around a strap of his leather and tugging him impossibly closer. "But for right now, _Dragonborn_, I have a better idea." She emphasized his title seductively.

Hiccup was too captivated by her physical heat and beauty, so followed her like a puppy as she led him by his wrist to her large bedroom adjacent to this room. Once partly in the room, she turned around with a sly grin and tugged Hiccup closer to her. His skinny body flew into her arms and mashed against hers. With one final laugh and a blush from Hiccup, Astrid slammed the door behind them.
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**Chapter 24: Identity**

"And I said to the man, 'That's not a horker! That's my wife!'" Cicero repeated, suddenly bursting up into laughter and falling over from his sitting position to roll back and forth in the dirt, clutching his stomach and kicking his feet.

Cora sighed deeply and stared miserably into the mug of mead she was given. She was enjoying sitting by the waterfall within the sanctuary when Cicero stated that she looked lonely and sad, so decided to cheer her up…for the past two hours.

Cora had no clue as to what Astrid and Hiccup were discussing that took so long, but she'd rather not interrupt. The last thing she wanted was to get on either of their bad sides, even if it meant enduring hundreds of jokes from the deranged Keeper.

Cicero had dragged her around the entire sanctuary, introducing her to everyone, including what he called the Night Mother, a creepy shriveled up dead woman that all of the Brotherhood seemed to worship, Cicero more than anyone. To Cora, she was just a creepy shriveled up dead woman. The jester also explained his role as Keeper, and the role of all of the "Black Hands" as well as the order within the Brotherhood. She learned of his hidden dissatisfaction with Astrid, which she praised the Divines for. Around here, everything was Astrid this, Astrid that. "Astrid's word is law" or "I respect no one but Astrid." She was sick of it.

Now, she was sitting by the pond again, listening to his horker joke for what had to be at least the third time. The Listener that Cicero had talked about sat next to Cora, her shaking head buried in her palms at hearing Cicero's joke. She was a dark elf by the name of Chimera, no older than 20, wearing intensely enchanted mage robes with an ebony dagger at her side. She had paler skin for a Dunmer, with flaming red eyes and short, jagged brown hair. Upon further investigation, Cora discovered that her blade matched Cicero's.

"Cicero, please, I've heard that one sixteen times today alone," the dark elf muttered miserably, now rubbing her temples.

Cicero just continued his laughing as he sat up. "Oh, Listener, you have no sense of humor! But Cicero loves you nonetheless!"

Cora's eyes widened. "Wait, you two are-?"

Chimera interrupted her with a giggle. "He wishes," she mumbled, pulling out a bottle of Black Briar mead from the pockets in her robe. She undid the cork with a wave of her hands and threw her head back in one massive chug. This gave Cicero the opportunity to crawl towards her and plant a firm kiss on her cheek with a wet "Mwah!"

Chimera almost choked on her mead, cheeks filling up with liquid as she tried to hold back a laugh. Cicero laughed uproariously. "Everyone knows that the Fool of Hearts has the Listener's…well, heart. HA!" He clutched his stomach again.

Chimera swallowed the mead trapped in her mouth and shook her head in Cora's direction, a smile playing on her lips. She glanced back over at Cicero, now on his feet dancing and singing.

_"Chimera is wonderful, Chimera is beautiful. The Listener is Cicero's to have, as we go out for fun to STAB!"_ the jester sang while spinning around.

Chimera let a blush rise into her cheeks before laughing and glancing at Cora. "He gets funnier the drunker you are," she muttered, taking another swig of mead.

Cora glanced down at her half empty mug of mead and swirled the amber liquid around, seeing her reflection wobble. "Alright," she sighed, chugging back the liquid, "better than the horker joke again."

Cicero stopped his song and nimbly danced into Cora's face. "You like it? Well then Cicero will tell it again!"
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Hiccup fought to keep his eyes open, absent mindedly drawing circles on Astrid's bare shoulder. Her back was tucked firmly against his chest with one arm under her neck and one draped over her waist, fingers interlocked in any way they could be.

He pulled down the blanket lazily, the edge resting gingerly along her hips, wanting to caress the rest of her body. In the darkness, he ran his hand over her smooth and familiar side until he hit a small patch of raised and rough flesh. He crinkled his eyebrows together and spun his fingertips along the area. Curious, he turned around to light a candle on the night stand. The second the flame illuminated the room, her turned back to Astrid to study her closer. He gasped in surprise, and held his hand to mouth to shut himself up.

Astrid's once flawless body was now littered with hundreds of scars, all differing in size, shape, and appearance. Some were faded slash marks across her lower back, and some were round with woven scar tissue across the surface, obviously from some kind of dagger. The one Hiccup had felt was right above her hip, a tangled mass of rough skin in a slight shade of pink.

Almost sensing his sharp gaze, Astrid stirred and turned around to face him, smiling sweetly. She nudged towards him, wrapping her arms around his midsection and nuzzling into his neck. She closed her sleepy eyes again, inhaling deeply right where his hair met his neck and cuddling closer. "I love you, Hiccup," she muttered, sleep threatening to take hold again.

Hiccup gulped before wrapping his arms almost hesitantly around her. "Astrid, you are different."

Astrid stared up at him with incredulous eyes, suddenly much more awake. "It's been four years, Hiccup, you're not the same either."

"Well I know that, I just-"

"You love that elf. Don't you?" she asked blatantly.

Hiccup's eyes widened. "No! Astrid that's not-!"

She shoved him back. "Then since when has making love to me been a chore?" She seemed much more like her seventeen-year-old self when she was pouting, tears hanging in her eyes.

Hiccup sighed and snuggled against her, taking her hands in his and kissing them softly. "Since you got married," he choked out.

Astrid scoffed and pulled her hands away. "That doesn't matter."

Hiccup couldn't help but see the pain in her eyes, and something familiar lit up inside of him. He caught her hands again and squeezed them harder, promising to honor her, respect her, and never lose her again. He never realized how much he craved normality. "You're right, it doesn't. It doesn't! Come away with me. Let's go home, Astrid."

She stared back at him blankly, crossing her arms over her bare chest. "Really?"

"Astrid, I just want to feel normal. I'm afraid of this place," he admitted. _I'm afraid I'm in love with Cora_. A shiver ran down his spine at the thought. "I belong on Berk with you and Toothless at my side…"

Astrid smiled widely before swinging her legs over the side of the bed and getting up. Normally, Hiccup would prop up on one elbow and sadly watch all of her creamy flesh disappear into clothes, but now, he felt the urge to turn away like a gentleman. Her scars were hard to look at, almost like they were mocking him. Before he knew it, she was dressed in red and black armor, and his eyes had not left the crumpled bed sheets.

"Astrid, why didn't you ever come home?" Hiccup asked, his eyes pleading.

She turned around after fixing her frizzed hair, dropping her hands down with a sigh. "I was flying that day on Stormfly to take a closer look at this place; I was curious. This time, I got way too close, and these people shot me out of the sky."

Hiccup felt his blood run cold. "Delphine?"

Astrid eyed him carefully. "Yes…" she said hesitantly, wondering as to how he knew that name. "Delphine, as well as two men named Esbern and Borek. Before I had time to react, they were on me, and had killed Stormfly right in front of my eyes." Shocking to Hiccup, her voice hardly wavered when talking about her dragon's death. She was too hardened and seemed to be everything besides the Astrid he knew.

"And then they questioned what to do with me," she said. "When I didn't give them any information about home, they tortured me, giving me a lot of these scars that seemed to captivate you."

Hiccup glanced down and blushed. He pulled her sheets up higher on him, suddenly feeling far too naked.

"It's alright, Hiccup, I understand," she said gently, but he still kept his eyes off of her. She cleared her throat before continuing. "That was when Borek threatened to…use me," she said, head hanging low.

Hiccup's head shot back up, anger now boiling on his face, but he let her finish.

"Before he could do anything, though, a man I didn't even know was in the trees burst out, placing himself between me and Borek. Delphine and Esbern instantly converged on him, leaving Borek to deal with me. However, the man tossed me a dagger, and I used it to cut off my lower body bindings.

I turned around just in time to see Borek pounce, and without another thought, I plunged that blade into his heart and watched the light leave his eyes. And I liked it. I never knew I had such a knack for killing."

She stared back at Hiccup, who was completely dumbstruck. "Well, that man was Arnbjorn, and after chasing off the other two, he led me back to this sanctuary to have my wounds treated by a vampire named Babette. I stayed for a while, this became my home, and here we are now."

Hiccup swallowed hard. "I'm just glad you are okay," he muttered. A thousand thoughts were running through his head at once at a speed he didn't know existed. "I'm going to get my things ready. We leave as soon as you are able."

He too swung his legs over the bed and clumsily reattached his leg, the room suddenly much too small and his head deprived of oxygen. He leaned over to pull on his small clothes and leather pants, draping the rest of his complicated equipment over his arm and heading for the door. Half-dressed and without another glance, he threw open her bedroom door to stride out and make for Toothless. However, he quickly bumped noses with a certain elf who was about to knock and make sure everything was still alright.

Hiccup's heart instantly filled with guilt and regret as he watched her gorgeous eyes well with pain as she crossed her arms across her chest. "Are you kidding me, Hiccup?"
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Hiccup pushed through the heavy stone door and into the frigid air of Skyrim, making him hurry to cover his upper half with his armor. Not a minute later, Cora shoved through as well, red-faced and fuming. "So, what, you're just going to ignore me now? Like always?"

Hiccup ground his teeth together, pushed his hands into his hair, and gripped roughly at his scalp in frustration. "Cora, I'm not talking about this right now."

She marched over in front of him, standing on her toes in hopes of getting some height on him. "You bedded her! After you told me you loved me! And I'm just supposed to let that go?" Her hands were balled into fists with tears still within her, but she felt herself losing control, and fast.

"What do you want from me, huh? She's my Astrid! I was going to ask her to marry me after being together for years!" Hiccup pleaded.

Cora dropped down back down to flat feet and stared at him, feigning shock. "You really think that woman in there is still _your_ Astrid? The one you fell in love with so madly? She's a murderer married to a werewolf!" she spat, pointing towards the door with an accusatory finger. "I am not the same scared and innocent girl whose father was killed, I am scarred, hopeless, and a mess who got kicked out of her home because she refused to follow some stupid pact! So that woman in there, I know she's not the same girl who flew off into Gods know where that day!"

Hiccup looked beyond heartbroken, and Cora shared the pressure building in his chest. "Cora, I'm afraid, alright?" he said, ignoring most of her statement. "She's my home. I'm going home!" He trudged past her, shoving her out of his way and over to a concerned Toothless. He began pulling things out of his pockets and into the side bags on Toothless' saddle. The dragon stared at the elf almost apologetically, then turned to press his head against his rider in comfort.

Cora watched in silence as he angrily arranged his things for his departure, her tongue refusing to do anything but clog her throat. She felt a burning sensation in her neck as her eyes began to blur. "So that's it then. You just get to stop being the Dragonborn whenever you want to. You get the just forget who you are," Cora muttered, feeling no bigger than a mouse.

Hiccup stopped moving for a moment, his back still to her. An awkward silence hung in the air before the Viking spoke. "Isn't that what you did?" he muttered, and it stung the elf badly enough to where she had to away to hide her gaze from him. He took a breath and continued. "Delphine lied to me, Cora. The woman I have been traveling with killed Astrid's dragon and then tortured her for information. The only reason they sent me to die alongside you was because I knew about her," he explained. "They lied to get me to trust them." He turned back to shuffling things.

Cora inhaled deeply, the heat of her emotion blocking out the cool that signaled coming snow. Delphine wasn't the problem, and neither was her past. "And me? You are just going to leave me here alone again and with nothing? What about that stupid block in Helgen, does that mean nothing too?" Another tear leaked out of her eye and froze to her pale olive skin as she looked up towards him again.

Hiccup sighed and turned towards her, resisting the urge to run up and cradle her in his arms. She was crying, but held her head up to face him. That was the Cora he knew. "You need someone more than me, Cora. Someone who can pull you out of being Sithis' Champion. Someone not all," he gestured to himself, "this."

Cora took a step closer to him, eyes narrowing into angry slits. "Remember that song I sang for you? The one of the Dovahkiin? It is one praising the power of the Dragonborn that my father used to sing to me, the power that you have inside yourself. The gift to be born of dragon's blood! There is no one mightier than you!"

Hiccup let his gaze drift to the ground. "I don't want to be a hero, Cora, I want to go home to my dad and my training academy with Astrid and my dragon." He looked back up into her eyes which were completely broken and dull rather than poised and alert.

"Then I guess I was mistaken about you, Hiccup. You are just like every other filthy man in this retched place, and I need to find love somewhere else," she said, shrugging harshly past him and drawing her bow.

Hiccup raised his arms over his head in defeat. "Where do you think you're going!?"

Without turning back, Cora yelled a response. "To carry out Sithis' work before finding a place to curl up while Alduin tears apart this place brick by brick!" With that, the elf disappeared into the trees under the cover of night.

"Thor dammit!" Hiccup yelled, stomping his foot into the ground. Toothless purred in response, carefully trotting over to his rider and shoving his hot snout into his face, puffing fishy air through his hair. Hiccup looked over at him, feeling a little better after taking in the sweet look in his eyes. "Don't worry, bud," he cooed, brushing his hand over his head gently, much to the dragon's delight, "We will be home soon and everything will be the way it was."

Toothless moaned in response, the looked towards the forest in the direction that Cora disappeared. He glanced back towards Hiccup, and the pleading look in his eyes made him feel even more like the dirt bag he was. "She will be fine, Toothless. She is strong and will make it through on her own. She always has…" he muttered. He owed that woman more than he could ever give, and no matter how much it hurt to sit here and do nothing, it was better that she left. He belonged with Astrid, after all.

Hiccup sighed, but the otherwise silent night was interrupted by the crunch of what seemed to be a carrot no more than a few feet away. The man looked up to see Cicero leaning casually against the wall of the cave, munching on the vegetable and humming to himself. Hiccup jolted back in response, smashing less than gracefully into Toothless.

The jester grinned. "Cicero thinks the Dragonborn has made a grave mistake," he grinned evilly. "Would the jester be correct in his assumption?" He took another slow bite of his carrot, caramel eyes deranged but unwavering.

Hiccup groaned in frustration, sitting up and forcing his heart to slow down. "Will you please STOP THAT?"
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**Chapter 25: Betrayal**

Hiccup raised the hammer over his head again and then came down hard with the violent _pank_ of metal on metal. The shape and size of the pole was now to his liking, so he dropped his tool onto the hard bench, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his lower arm. He massaged his eyes and temples, always forgetting that furrowing his eyebrows that tightly in concentration while he worked never ceased to give him headaches.

He dragged his sooty hands down his face before grabbing a pair of pliers off of another bench and picking up the still scalding piece of metal, turning around to dunk it into a small barrel of cool water. He leaned away and closed his eyes as hot sizzling steam sprung up as the metal hit the liquid, sending it into the room. Once cooled, he removed the thin cylinder from the barrel and tossed it back onto the bench, next to five others. Together, they would be fanned and fitted with a canvas sheet to make a fin.

Anger turned inside of the young Viking, but also sadness and some form of longing. After Cora had left him in the dark with the crazy Keeper, he stormed back inside and made a B-line for the blacksmith's forge he had seen down the stairs before, knowing that pounding on metal was the only way he could calm himself down. Throwing on the nearest apron he could find, he set to work, even if it was three or four sizes too big. He had no idea what the hell he had set off making, and it wasn't until after about five hours of work did he realize that he was making a flight suit: a flight suit in Cora's size.

He grumbled to himself in thinking about her before throwing off the apron and slouching into a corner, eyes suddenly heavy with lethargy. He tucked his knees tightly to his chest and lowered his head between his knees, letting his eyes drift closed. He had worked through the night once she left, completing the set of aerodynamic pants and matching leather-armored top. The last thing he needed to do was to attach the fins and wings of the contraption.

The morning after, as he was putting finishing touches on the chest plate, Astrid awoke and called Chimera to her study. After a long discussion while scouring letters and maps, Chimera finally departed with a nod and a draw of her dagger, Cicero like a puppy in tow. She threw up her hood and crouched before opening the Black Door and creeping out into the warm hours of the morning, opposite hand now glowing orange in the sun. Hiccup had gotten the chills when Cicero threw him a wink on his way out. He'd be lying if he said the jester was pleasant company to have in the dank cave.

That morning had been two days ago. Astrid finally tugged Hiccup into bed to sleep after Chimera left, but not after he fought to finish his project for Cora. He threw her arms off of him every time she reached for him, always returning to pounding out dents in his project or pouring molten metal into clay molds. She had come back to check up on him and found him asleep on the bench, his face red with fresh tears. She shielded her eyes from his miserable form as she dragged him to the nearest bed, leaving him to sleep in peace.

She had laid in bed that night, wide awake and alone, without the love of her life and without her husband. One was just one room apart, dreaming the elf he loved. One was on the other side of Skyrim, committing murder. She didn't know who felt further away.

Hiccup awoke that night and returned to his work feeling like death warmed over. He had not slept well, his mind plagued with dreams of the Helgen block, and of Cora. He was worried about her more than he wanted to admit, even to himself, and felt progressively more miserable for leaving her alone in order to come back and wait for Astrid. Everything about Astrid just made him feel sick with guilt, to where he was having trouble looking at her for a few minutes, let along the rest of his life back on Berk.

Just as he felt his head drifting off in thought about Cora and Astrid, he was interrupted by a poke at his shoulder by a small hand. Fluttering his eyes open and lifting his heavier-than-normal head up, he gazed at the blurry girl in front of him, no older than ten. She tilted her head innocently as she stared at him, rocking her weight back and forth on her heals with her hands behind her back.

"Damn, Hiccup. You're not lookin' so hot," she muttered, leaning in closer to his face. The Viking simply groaned in response, letting his head fall against the rock behind him.

"I came to bring you this," she said, extending out a small green vial with a cork top curled in her tiny hand. "It should help wake you up a little bit. I know if I were you, I wouldn't want to sleep."

Without another thought, Hiccup made the effort to raise his sore arm to accept the bottle, uncorking it and tossing his head back to down the contents. He gagged at first, the thick and sticky liquid almost syrup in his throat. The potion stung at the inside of his mouth with the intense sugar of honey, then burned it with the sour heat of peppers. Hiccup choked the concoction down, forcing it into his stomach. His entire face crinkled in disgust, mouth now dry but at the same time, watering like mad. As soon as he swallowed however, his entire body began to tingle from the inside out in waves, leaving newly invigorated cells in their path. He no longer felt so sore, his muscles calmed ad strengthened. His eyes no longer felt like rocks in his head, and they soon focused clearly on the shining face of Babette.

"What in Thor's name was that?" Hiccup asked astonished, he kept flexing his fingers, no longer feeing so warn or tired, with a broad toothy smile on his face.

The girl blushed and started swaying on her feet from side to side. "A stamina potion. I crafted it myself from honeycomb, torchbug, and rare netch jelly, for that extra and long lasting kick."

Hiccup looked up at her, eyes now alive and beaming. "Thank you."

She held up a hand. "But the effects are not permanent. Try and get some sleep tonight, okay? You're safe here, Cora will be fine, and no one is touching your armor," she said, glancing over at his workbench.

Hiccup instantly flushed, shifting his weight in embracement. "Am I that obvious?"

The girl pondered this, staring off into some far corner of the room as if deep in thought. "Perhaps. Or perhaps I'm a little, should we say…advanced…for my years," she said with a giggle.

Hiccup smiled in response. "I see." He turned his head to connect his eyes to her. "I am grateful for you guys taking me and Toothless in and all. He's getting chubby with all of those fish you've been feeding him."

The girl laughed. "He's a nice little guy, I like him," she said. "And you are a friend of Astrid's. A friend of Astrid's is a friend of the Brotherhood."

"Why is that?" Hiccup asked. "All I know her as is a teenager with anger management issues on my home island," he almost muttered.

"Well," Babette started, sitting on the ground in front of Hiccup, her legs crossed under her dress, "Astrid came here about four years ago after an ambush by crazy hunters, under Arnbjorn's arm. He asked me to fix her up, so I did. She confided in me while in her bed everything that had happened, even though she didn't know me. She was so scared." She lowered her voice to a secretive whisper, looking back and forth to make sure no one heard. "With the dragons, the murder, and her home on Berk."

Hiccup's eyes widened, eyes now franticly scanning the cave room for prying ears. "You know about that?"

"Shh!" Babette hushed him. "Yes, I do. But no one else, alright? Calm yourself."

Hiccup unbaled his fist and slouched down, suddenly realizing that he was incredibly tense. "Okay…"

Babette nodded with a grin of reassurance. "Well while she was bedridden here, she learned of the Brotherhood. She initially denied it with that stubbornness of hers, but then came to love the concept of killing for a god, especially one that she believed saved her life by sending Arnbjorn to her aid. She trained long hours in the art of sneaking, as well as cloak and dagger style assassination. Everyone here grew to respect her wisdom and her love for this organization. When sanctuaries continued falling around Tamriel and the five tenets of the Dark Brotherhood were abandoned, Astrid rose to power with everyone on board. The only reason we have survived without a Listener before Chimera was because of her, Hiccup. She's a hero."

Hiccup just stared at the ground, clenching his jaw. "But she's not my Astrid."

Babette sighed. "And she won't be, no matter how hard you try. If you truly loved her, that wouldn't have changed how you feel."

"You're right," Hiccup said before letting out a snort and running a hand through his hair. "And then there's me, the Dragonborn, whatever the hell that means."

The girl put a hand on his. "You will find out in due time, Hiccup. Just give it time, and things will fall into place." She pulled her icy hand away just to cross her arms pathetically, now acting much more like a child. "Besides, Astrid always knew you were the Dragonborn. I got cheated out of fifty septims for that one," she muttered, lower lip out in a pout.

Hiccup looked at her and raised an eyebrow. "No, Astrid told me the other day that she made that bet with a vampire named Babette, not that I exactly believe in-"

The seemingly young girl giggled, silencing the babbling man. "Yup, that's me. I'm Babette. However I also respond to The Unchild or The She-Devil." She snickered.

Eyes widening in fear, Hiccup tucked his legs closer to himself. "Uh…alright then," he said with a nervous chuckle. His eyes darted between hers and the ground. "So by advanced for your age, you mean what, exactly?"

She shrugged. "I was turned when I was ten. Been stuck like this for the past three hundred years. Gave me a lot of time to master the art of Alchemy and join the Brotherhood. Two hundred years ago, I would have lain down my life for the Unholy Matron," she said, "But that is an age long since passed. Astrid is my matron now."

Hiccup took a second look at her seemingly innocent appearance. Now that he was looking for it, he could spot the sinister and evil glint in her small eyes, aching for blood and aching for death. He saw the same hunger in both the eyes of Cicero and of Astrid, the thought making him feel ill.

Before he could spit out another word, there was a vicious slam against the Black Door from the outside, followed by the yelling of what seemed to be at least twenty men. There was another slam, this time hard enough to echo inside of the cave and shake the dust off its walls. Hiccup heard Toothless growling, following what had to be a plasma blast.

Hiccup and Babette jumped to their feet. "It sounds like they've got a battering ram," Hiccup muttered. "Gods, they are going to get in; Toothless can't stop them!" Fear flushed through him, his body suddenly filling with adrenaline. His eyes flicked to Astrid's study and back to the door as another pound collided.

He glanced back at Babette just as she rolled her head on her shoulders, eyes closed. Her skin paled dramatically as she opened her mouth. An inhuman moan escaped her as Hiccup saw fangs extend from her otherwise normal set of teeth. He stared at her in fear but also admiration, completely fascinated by her state of being. She reopened her eyes, and he found that blood-desiring spark roar into a flame. Her head whipped towards him, head tilted and eyes wide with lust for death. A teasing smile played on her ancient lips. "Whoever they are, they will be sorry that they came here," she hissed, voice dramatically deeper. "I protect me and mine."

Hiccup turned back towards the door, hearing the stone of the door begin to crack. His gaze turned into a scowl and he reached for his sword clipped to his thigh. Removing it with a click, he extended the blade and ignited the flame, heat roaring to life and lighting up his suddenly deranged features. "As do I. I'm ready."

The rest of the Brotherhood ran into the main room at hearing the commotion, joining Babette and Hiccup with their weapons drawn, ready to defend their home and each other. "Anyone seen Astrid?" Nazir asked, addressing Hiccup and Babette.

The two had begun running up the stairs and into Astrid's study and the map room. "No," Hiccup called back, eyes fixed on the slowly crumpling door.

"She will be fine. If any of you find her, defend her with your life!" Babette called.

"Who in Sithis' name is coming to kill us?!" Festus screamed, hands lighting into balls of flame. He continued running towards the door with his brothers and sisters even without an answer.

"All I know is that they came here with a death wish. Defend the Brotherhood! Stand together! Hail Sithis!" she chanted, thrusting her fist over her head.

The group erupted from behind Hiccup in a mirroring chant. "HAIL SITHIS!"

With that, the door broke away, sending a wave of armored men into the cave. The man in the front who was obviously the commander, wearing a different set of armor from the others, raised his weapon in a battle cry, the rest following suit. They screamed as one entity, swords above their heads smashing them into shields rhythmically.

Hiccup suddenly felt like running. War was too intimidating and not meant for him. Never in his life had he been a fighter, and never before, not even with Toothless six years ago, did he question so deeply what he had gotten himself into. Everything in this moment was far past talking things out, and the blind mayhem sent him into a panic.

Before he could react, Astrid ran out of her room looking more defeated and desperate than Hiccup had ever seen. She threw herself in front of the oncoming barrage, falling to her knees and clasping her hands together in a pleading motion. "Maro, you bastard! This is not what was supposed to happen! You get Chimera and my family gets protection, that's what we agreed to, not this!"

The man leading the war party hardly broke his stride before wordlessly slapping Astrid with the back of his hand, sending her spiraling to the ground with a split lip. She fell onto the stone floor with a thud, her shoulders now sobbing roughly. "That's for my son."

An oncoming soldier took the opportunity to kick Astrid roughly in the side, letting her scream as he broke ribs with the tip of his boot. Before the man could react, Babette leapt at him, her fangs bared horrifically. She clung to his body with her arms and legs and sunk her teeth into his neck, taking him to the ground as he cried for mercy she refused to give. Despite just hearing of her leader's betrayal, she still was willing to sacrifice herself for her.

Astrid looked up to see Hiccup standing there as swords began to clash around him and fire bolts began ricocheting off the walls. Seeing the miserable and beaten look on her face was too much, causing Hiccup to snap. He got over being a fishbone and charged into battle, flame lit around him, to defend what was left of the girl he once loved. He owed her that much.

He cried out viciously as his fire sword collided with another man's weapon.

0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Cora threw open the door to the Bannered Mare in Whiterun roughly, and for the fourth time in three days. The inhabitants of the building turned to face the commotion, but quickly went back to what they were doing when they discovered that it was just the elf. Again.

She sauntered in still mostly asleep and dead tired before slinking into a stool on the bar and putting her head down on it. She pulled her bow off of her back and set it on the table, then sighed deeply, closing her eyes. "Blackbriar please," Cora muttered, before throwing a small sack of septims towards the barmaid.

She came around a moment later and plopped the bottle in front of her, snatching the coins from Cora and tossing them back and forth in her hands to weigh them roughly. "Another bounty taken care of, I see. That's four in three days. Most impressive."

Cora feigned a smile. "Got to keep food on the table."

The woman laughed before putting the jingling coins into her dress pocket. "And mead in your belly."

"Well that too," the elf replied.

She leaned forward onto the bar with her drink just in time to hear the patter of tiny feet across the squeaky wood, followed by the voice of a little girl. "Malukah? Could you sing me a song pretty please?"

Cora turned around in her stool to see the hopeful face of the girl, no older than ten, in front of one of Whiterun's infamous bards. She wore a massive smile, jumping lightly on her feet with a small blue flower behind her ear. The bard giggled before reaching out to rustle her hair.

"Of course, little one. What will it be?" She grazed the girl's nose with the playful tip of her finger.

The girl blushed and began swaying back and forth. "_The Dragonborn Comes_, please," she muttered. "I met him once, the Dragonborn, and he was so kind. I want to sing it for him one day!"

Cora scowled at the little girl and let her mouth fall into a hard line. The Bard fell to her knees in front of the girl to be on her eye level. "You met him, did you?" she said, putting her hands on her hips. "Was he really as strong and handsome as everyone says?" Cora stifled a snort.

The girl giggled and continued her nervous swaying. "He didn't look strong like my daddy, but he was still very tall and handsome."

Malukah chuckled. "And what of his brave dragon, Toothless?" She flexed her arms above her head for emphasis.

The girl instantly perked up. "I love Toothless!" She threw her arms in the air enthusiastically.

The woman threw her head back in laughter. "Of course you do, dear little one." She stood up and looked to the three men sitting at her table. "Well you heard the lass, she wants a song! We shall give her a song!"

The rest of the bar cheered with mugs raised above their heads as the three men began playing on flutes and lutes, soaking the entire bar in lively music. The inhabitants stomped their feet and smashed tankards to the table with the beat.

Malukah closed her eyes and raised a hand to her chest before producing a single note of strong sound to accompany the music. The bar cheered, as well as the little girl, who was jumping up and down in excitement. Climbing up onto a nearby table and twirling about, Malukah began the familiar song.

_"Our Hero, our Hero, claims a warrior's heart_

_ I tell you, I tell you, the Dragonborn comes!_

_ With a Voice wielding power of the ancient Nord arts_

_ Believe, believe, the Dragonborn comes!"_

She spun around the tables with her hands above her head, entrancing the attention of everyone, leaving the women cheering and the men drooling, chugging back more mead. The bard clapped her hands to the lively song, smiling and swaying her hips.

_ "It's an end to the evil of all Skyrim's foes_

_ Beware, beware, the Dragonborn comes!_

_ For the darkness has passed and the legend yet grows_

_ You'll know, you'll know, the Dragonborn's come!"_

Other patrons had joined in on the song, singing and cheering Hiccup's name. The only one who remained quite was Cora, silently nursing her mead. The tried to ignore the loud music, and instead honed in on the chatter from the women next to her, discussing their so-called savior.

"I hear he forged a leg for himself after losing it in battle with a dragon!" One woman yelled, fanning herself, with a deeply exaggerated fluster. The women around her swooned.

"I heard that too! He is everything I want in a man and more," she droned.

A third voice piped up. "Oh but have you seen the way he eyes that elf? The one that killed the dragon for him? Talk about a love story, my Gods. And I bet she gets to ravage him whenever she wants!"

The first voice responded. "Do you think he is good in bed?" The women snickered at the question.

"Isn't it obvious? Perks of dragon blood," the second voice chuckled lustfully.

Cora slunk deeply into her stool, hiding behind her bottle as best as she could to hide her blush. She clutched onto her stomach and squeezed her legs together to try and avoid the bubbly feeling bursting inside of her and sending waves of heat into her face and neck. She wanted so badly to tell those women that they were actually terribly misinformed, that Hiccup was smitten with another woman and using his mystical skills on her instead. She shook her head to rid them of thoughts of him. Her ears were filled with the tavern song again, forcing her to think of the Dragonborn again.

_"Our battle, our battle brought on dragon wing_

_ Not far, not far, the Dragonborn comes!_

_ And all will be measured, both coward and king_

_ I know, I know, the Dragonborn comes!_

Malukah hopped off of the table with the help of two large men, dancing in circles to clapping Nords, her dress creating a spinning aura around her. She joined hands with the girl and they swirled around together, both laughing in delight. She let go of her hands when the music gained speed and she gained volume and ferocity in her lyrics, turning this from a simple inn song to a battle cry, pounding her fist above her head with the other men.

_"Together through snowfall and sorrow we stride!_

_ For now, for now, the Dragonborn comes!_

_ Until we next meet under Sovengarde skies!_

_ Hurrah! Hurrah! The Dragonborn comes!"_

Then men cheered as she went into the last part of the song, singing like a warrior.

_"Dovahkiin! Dovahkiin! Nod ok sin los vahriin!_

_ Wah dein vokul, mahfaeraak ahst vaal!_

_ Ark fin norok paal graan_

_Fod nust hon zindro zaan!_

_ Dovahkiin, fah hin, kogaan mu draal!_

_ RAH! HURRAH! HURRAH!"_

Then men around her joined in, throwing fists into the air as the entire inn echoed with a strong _"YAH!"_ that threatened to shake the walls.

Malukah jumped onto a table, stomping her feet, urging them to be stronger and prouder. "_RAH! HURRAH! HURRAH!"_

The room echoed again, this time, joined in by a young and pure Bosmer voice crying out as if she were in battle. _"YAH!"_

The room immediately silenced as the song died down. The instruments stilled and all eyes turned towards the bard, whose eyes were closed in musical passion. _"Dovahkiin…Dovahkiin….Nod ok siiiin los…vaaaaahriin,"_ she sang with perfection. The second she closed off her last note, she opened her eyes to see a bar full of howling people, thrusting mugs of ale into the air, spilling their contents over the side. Woman were crying out proudly, and men were whistling in appreciation of her performance.

She smiled broadly, taking a dramatic bow before stepping carefully off of the table and returning to the giggling girl, now jumping up and down in joy. The child threw her arms around her neck as she kneeled in front of her and carefully placed a flower in her dark hair.

Cora turned back towards the bar with a sigh, mind now infiltrated with thoughts of Hiccup. She could so easily stand up and destroy the hope these people had by informing them that he was a weakling, running away to his home on Berk and forgetting them all together. The young girl would cry, Malukah would feel guilty for her song delivery, and the brave men would let their hard exteriors soften in sadness, suddenly feeling completely hopeless when faced with the end of the world. He wasn't the brave Viking she knew on the block, rescuing her and fighting dragons on a Night Fury's back. That was a lie. He was a coward.

Her heart was beating in her ears, aching with love and anger at the same time. She took another stiff swig of her drink, letting the alcohol burn her throat and light up her chest. She grit her teeth as her flesh lit up, recalling Hiccup's hand in hers and his body against her back. However, a man slid into a stool about two away from her and ordered a tankard of mead. She kept her eyes off of him until he glanced at her bow, sitting on the table.

The man spoke up after receiving his drink. "Is your bow really made of wood? How typical."

Cora opened one eye and turned her head to stare at him curiously. She huffed when she realized it was a fellow wood elf. Even though she had not formally met another one of her kind while in Skyrim, she did recognize him as one of the vendors from the Plains District next door to the bar.

"Yes," she answered, although it was more of a snide grumble. "It is wood."

"But what of the Green Pact?" he questioned, for some reason almost jokingly.

"Calm down," she muttered, closing her eyes and turning away again. "If I am to be punished, I will be punished alone, so leave me that way." She hardly had enough time to take another gulp before the wood elf next to her scooted over in order to be right next to her. Cora sighed in annoyance.

"You're Cora Moonbrooke," the man said. "Daughter of Gadnor Moonbrooke. The one who took down that dragon with the Dovahkiin by the watchtower."

She tilted her head back and forth dismissively, not bothering to question how he knew. "Good to know I have a fan club."

The man turned his face back to his own drink. "Your dad was completely insane, you know that right?" He was obviously purposefully pushing her buttons.

Cora didn't look fazed; more annoyed than anything. "Now I do," she replied sarcastically.

"He wanted to sell lumber, Cora. _Lumber_. To _warmongers_," he emphasized.

"Well then I guess hatred for the pact is hereditary," she mumbled coldly, taking another slow drink and enjoying the spice of the sweet alcohol in her throat.

The man sighed. "Cora, I know about your mother, and why she made you leave the province…" he trailed off.

This time, Cora turned to stare at him, and there was something haunting and familiar in his eyes. "I'm not sorry that I refused to consume my father's dead flesh, that I would rather honor him with a tomb than live off of his remains. What is so bad about being human?"

The man stared at her blankly. "Nothing is wrong with being human, only that you aren't."

Cora groaned. "I am not here to discuss my religious beliefs with you, elf."

"You talk down on me like you believe yourself to be higher," he muttered bitterly.

"I don't believe that," she spat. "But I am not going to sit here and defend my morals to a stranger." She got up to leave when a gentle hand reached out to grab her upper arm. She turned away, but ended up holding eye contact with the man. Then realization struck.

"Wha…Anoriath?"

Finally, the man smiled and dropped his light grip. "I'm offended it took you this long."

Cora plopped back into her seat, running a hand through her black mass of hair. "My gods, Anoriath. Where in Oblivion is Elrindir?"

The man laughed. "He's fine, he's fine. We own the Drunken Huntsman down the road a bit. Long story about the name though," he said, pushing the mead away with a sly grin. "Ask him about it sometime."

"Anoriath, I-" Cora sputtered. "I haven't seen you since I left. Since my father was killed!" She instantly wrapped her arms around his neck, wallowing in the familiarity of it all. He giggled and buried his face in the crook of her shoulder like he always did and wrapped a thin but strong arm around her waist. He was there for her through the thick and the thin, and he was the only man she had ever had feelings for. Except for Hiccup.

In thinking about him, she pushed herself away from the elf, blushing slightly. She understood a little bit more as to why Hiccup had slept with Astrid. Every person in life with a history is unforgettable, and hard not to act upon when it just feels so normal. Her blush visibly darkened.

"Why are you in Skyrim?" she asked, breaking the silence between them.

The man sighed and leaned back, rubbing his forehead. "When your mother forced you to leave because of the incident with your father, I was devastated. You set out on this whole solo vigilante thing and wouldn't let anyone go with you, you insane elf. Gods did it drive me crazy watching you leave. I was going to ask you to marry me, Cora," he said sounding beyond heartbroken.

She turned towards him and stared into his hopeful and loving eyes, suddenly feeling far too on the other side of things with her and Hiccup. She gulped. "Marry me?"

The man laughed. "Yes, marry you. I care about you." With that, he pulled off his bow from his back, placing it in front of him to reveal that his, too, was crafted masterfully out of wood. "Never have I in my entire life eaten the flesh of another person, nor do I plan on it. I try to stay mainly a carnivore in my diet, but apples are my personal skooma. I was hooked years ago." He giggled again, staring lovingly at his bow and touched it lightly, almost in a caress. "You were so brave in what you did. I was the one who was a coward. I only followed after you left the village." He stared back at her in sheer admiration.

"Well…thank you," she finally spit out. "My father deserved more than to be consumed after his falling. He hated the idea too." Although she felt somewhat guilty about her statement, thinking back his plan to murder Hiccup.

The man nodded and turned towards his bow again. "I know, Cora. I always admired your strength in what you believed, never caring what others thought."

Cora scoffed. "Ya, gets me into trouble a lot too."

Anoriath chuckled in response, her sounding just like the Cora he knew. "Never expected any less." He stared at her intently, watching her perfect mouth wrap around the end of her bottle. Her eyes lit up against the canvas of her skin, looking more than perfect poking out from under her complex leather armor. Her silky hair had grown, and her face looked much more mature. Her body had filled out into a woman's, now at age 21. She looked different but was still the Cora he knew and loved as a child.

Before he could get out another word, the door to the inn was thrown open again, this time, to reveal a man in sweaty jester's clothes and a dagger strapped to his hip. He looked winded, completely exhausted, and tired, bagged eyes scanning the crowd in the bar with an uncharacteristically intense craze. Once his amber eyes locked with Cora's, they bulged out of his head and he ran over to her less than gracefully.

He threw himself upon the bar between Cora and Anoriath, causing the pair to lean away from each other to make room for him. He panted, greedily sucking up air. "Cicero?" Cora questioned. "What in Oblivion are you doing? How did you find me?"

His head popped up off of the table and he grasped her shoulders tightly. "They have her, Cora! They have my sweet Listener and there is nothing that Cicero can do!" Tears welled up in his crazed eyes. "You need to help save my Listener! After poisoning the Emperor, she was told he was a faker! Can you believe? A FAKER!" He laughed miserably. "They framed her! They got her! Cicero knows that Penitus Oculatus men were sent to the sanctuary, they are probably there now with my beautiful Listener! Astrid betrayed Cicero! Betrayed us all! Maro was going to give her family protection in exchange for my Listener!"

Cora stared into his desperate face, inches away from hers. Her eyes widened the more she thought about his ranting, and her stomach suddenly felt like a cold bolder, dropping into her feet. A misty wave of horror flooded through her.

"Cicero, listen to me," she said, grasping his shoulders as well. "Did Hiccup and Astrid get out of the sanctuary already?"

The man crinkled his nose. "They were there when Cicero left Mother to set out with Chimera. Why?"

Cora took a deep breath in, trying to calm herself. "So that's how Astrid was getting out…" she muttered, eyes darting along the ground.

Cicero shoved his face at her again, eyes now desperate. "Please help poor Cicero find his sweet Chimera," he begged.

The elf looked back into his face. "They were headed for Falkreath?"

Cicero nodded vigorously. "Yes! Yes, Cora, they were! Falkreath!"

Cora pushed him off of her before rising, slamming her drink down and grasping for her bow. "Then we leave. We leave now."

Cicero nodded at her and rose fully to his feet and hauled her towards the door, ignoring the elf man who called after Cora.

"Cora! Where are you going?" Anoriath called to her, his face plastered with worry in the bar stool.

Cora turned back, now halfway out of the door Cicero had thrown open again. "To help a friend even though he doesn't deserve crap!"

The evening sun assaulted her eyes as she turned out into the air, setting on the horizon in the distance. She squinted, breaking away from Cicero and beginning a sprint through the city, not caring if her hood was covering her face or not. She inhaled deeply before pushing air back out of her lungs forcefully, keeping oxygenated blood pulsing roughly to her head. She tried to keep from crying, praying for Hiccup to hold on just an hour more for her to get there.

Her feet were a blur below her as she bust through the gates of the city before continuing her run, the guards calling after her. "Miss Moonbrooke!" she heard as she passed.

"A horse!" she yelled back. "I need a horse!"

She continued running down the path to the stables, hair flying out behind her, ears and eyes naked to the world. Rather than hiding, she was sprinting devoid of cover through the city for all to see, not caring if its citizens were going to judge her. Rather than being criticized, farmers and soldiers cheered as she passed, recalling her as the hero of Whiterun. That day, she was their hero. Now, she was going to be Hiccup's.

A guard ran next to her now, a trotting horse in tow in the reins. "Miss Moonbrooke!" he panted. "Your horse!"

She looked to the side, admiring the strong muscles pulsing as the horse's hooves collided with the ground. She smiled before running next to the man and accepting the reins to the animal.

"Thank you, kind guard!" she yelled. Without slowing down or breaking stride, she hauled herself up onto the massive brown horse, throwing one leg over its back and using her momentum to situate herself onto it. She watched as hot breath was expelled by its large nose, admiring its power and strength. She closed her eyes, wrapping her legs tighter around the horse and pressing a hand to its short fur, feeling flesh stir and twitch below her own. In that moment, she felt her heart beat with his, her blood flow into his to give him adrenaline to continue on. In that moment, they became one.

Cicero was following behind, keeping up a remarkable speed, though he was panting roughly and loudly, arms swinging desperately to keep him moving. Cora reached back for him with her right hand, and he eagerly accepted it. She pulled him up onto the horse as well, his arms wrapping around her small body once he was sitting on the animal.

The elf leaned forward and petted the horse's mane. "Hilyat," she spoke gently, and the horse snorted in response, understanding her native language. She sat up and grabbed the reins as they merged into the main road, and turned them in the direction of Falkreath. With one firm "YAH!" and a light flip of the reins, the horse bolted into a full gallop, quickly leaving Whiterun behind in the late hours of dusk.

**Some general A/N:**

****If you did not recognize that last little bit of the Dragonborn song, it is because it was written as a new original verse by Erutan in her cover of The Dragonborn Comes. Amazing, huh? Also, the stunning bard who sang the song is named Malukah, after the wonderful and talented Malukah who found fame with her viral cover of The Dragonborn Comes. Check out those covers.**

****Hilyat means "Follow me" in Ayleidoon (the language of the Bosmer)**

****Love Cicero and Chimera? They have their own fic called "A New Kind of Madness" so enjoy!**

****Comedyfreak94: I hope this chapter helped to answer your question as to who Hiccup loves. Hiccup was just hoping to feel normal, same with Astrid. He is in an unknown place just craving normality, even if that is by sleeping with Astrid. Also, Astrid is pretty much stuck in a loveless relationship with Arnbjorn, as a few chapters ago showed. Seeing Hiccup is more than a blessing. Hiccup will also start the Dragonborn quest line soon, although it won't exactly follow every single detail. This story is about intertwining plot lines. Hope this helps :) **


	26. Chapter 26: My Greatest Strength

**Hello all! Sorry for not updating in so long! Life does happen to get into the way, like finishing high school, going to work, having writer's block, and seeing HTTYD 2 multiple times. Anyway, here it is! I have not given up! I hope you guys still wanna read more, I promise to update more frequently, I have to stop editing eventually. Leave a review and enjoy! I am also going to start a drabble series based on this story, starting with some Thieves Guild stuff, so post me a prompt!**

**FUN FACT: Hiccup's fire sword has a name. Inferno. How adorable.**

**Chapter 26: My Greatest Strength**

Dim twilight had set into the trees just as Cora blasted through the forested hills outside of Falkreath. She squinted against the wind, her red fuming eyes challenged by the haze under the cover of trees with her hands gripping the reins so tight they shook in a white ghostly color. Her breath came hot and fast through her flushed cheeks, puffing misted clouds in front of her face for a brief moment until it disappeared into the dark behind her. The razor cold ice of Skyrim sliced at her armor and bare skin, blowing her hair back into knots, but still she pressed on as the stars began to shine, stomach rolling in misery, regret, and fear.

She furrowed her eyebrows and stared forward again, ignoring the jester clinging to her and carefully whimpering from behind. "Abagaianya! Almost there!"

The horse began running with a new and invigorated purpose, tearing through the dirt path with its reserved strength and stamina. The roads began to look familiar to the duo, and soon Cicero was staring over her shoulders as they approached the Black Door.

Battle cries, the clashing of metal, and the firing of magic filled the elf's ears the closer they got to the sanctuary. Focusing through the trees, she could see the flash of electric bolts and the soft glow of torches, illuminating the surrounding wildlife with a brilliant yet eerie glow. The shadows of both men and corpses began dancing within the brush, swinging and slashing at the assassins of the brotherhood. When the elf looked closer, she realized they were in battle with Chimera.

Cicero instantly straightened with a gasp at recognizing the young Dunmer, using Cora's shoulder to push himself up to further his view. She felt his grip tighten with ferocity and for once she almost feared the seemingly harmless jester.

"Take Cicero in close, Cora," he spoke sternly, voice on edge and trembling with rage. Even though he still referred to himself in the third person, the high comical tone to his voice was gone, replaced by a defensive snarl easily three octaves lower. Cora felt a shiver slide down her spine. "I am going to save the Listener I love." The craze in his voice was gone and replaced by something much more threatening.

Cora could not register the change in his demeanor, so chose to forget it, taking a deep breath as the men turned to approach the oncoming animal. The horse was galloping towards the oncoming soldiers faster than Cora had expected, but she was more than ready to take them on. It was time to defend the Dragonborn she loved, no matter what.

Cora jumped to her feet, trusting the horse to maintain an even gallop as she stood up straight. As quick as a flash, she pulled her bow from her back and armed it before letting the string snap back in her fingers. The silent arrow quickly found its mark in one of the men's chest, sending him onto his back with the force. Before he had even hit the ground, another arrow was lodged in another soldier's heart, protruding horrifically as the horse sprinted past them.

As the door approached and they were finally close enough to Chimera, Cicero leaped off of the horse, sending him flying into one of the men attacking her. Faster than Cora could process, the jester had his arms wrapped perfectly around the man's neck while clinging to his back, exposing the creamy white flesh of his weak spot before he removed his dagger from his waist and shoved it into the exposed area. Crimson blood squirted into the air as the man gurgled and died, Cicero letting his body fall in a disrespectable lump while his feet ghosted to the ground without making a sound. He crouched in the darkness briefly before dancing around nimbly and slicing another man across the chest with his blade. The man grasped at where the dagger cut his armor and pierced his flesh, then threw his sword down in a slashing stroke almost blindly towards the assassin he could hardly see. The swing was sloppy, so Cicero dodged it with ease before grabbing wrist and bringing his other elbow up hard, snapping the agent's arm like a twig. The sword clattered to the stone, abandoned by the howling man who had lost track of Cicero in his clouded pain. The Fool of Hearts simply punched his face in a dazing clip before swirling behind him and stabbing him in the back.

Before he even knew if the man was out of his misery and permanently with the Gods for all eternity, he was away from the bodies and at Chimera's side, mumbling to her and stroking her face affectionately. She nodded quickly as she took his hands, tears streaming down her face before mumbling something else and pointing at the bodies. Cicero undid the binding on her hands quickly, and she threw her arms around his neck as soon as she was free, knocking his jester's hat off of his head. Even though he had no time to react, he still caught her carefully, gently laying his hands on her and holding her close before peppering tiny kisses all over her face, savoring her existence.

After riding a bit further, Cora heard the angry and frightened cries of a dragon, making her head snap in that direction to find men throwing ropes over a terrified Toothless. He was wailing, throwing his head back in an effort to escape, but they were pointing their swords at him and forcing him into a corner against the wall. Anger exploded inside of Cora as she saw his tail curl defensively against him as his rear was pushed into the stone. His eyes kept darting to the door as they tied him, and he cried out again, almost calling to Hiccup.

Dismounting her horse to let it run to safety in the woods, Cora drew her Nightingale blade and fearlessly approached the three men surrounding Hiccup's dragon. As quickly and quietly as she could manage, she ran the first man through while blending with the shadows, withdrawing her blade to collide with another man's approaching weapon. Even though melee combat was not her strong suit, she made quick work of the men, sending them all to Sovngarde before she could even break a sweat. Standing over their bodies while covered in blood, chest heaving, she felt something snap inside of her, remembering that her lust for blood was Sithis' influence. Hearing a slow whimper from Toothless broke her out of her daze, and she danced to his side to free him from his binds.

She caught her blade under the thick ropes around his snout and yanked upwards with a grunt, both hands straining against her sword. The ropes frayed quickly and snapped under the sharpness of the weapon, allowing the Night Fury to toss his head back in freedom. She moved then to the binds around his wings and legs, making fast work of those as well. The second he was free, he bolted towards the door, teeth bared and body defensively curled, clawing to try and gain entry to the building raging in flame.

Cora raced after him, throwing her body onto his scaly form. "Toothless, stop! You can't!"

To this, the Night Fury snapped towards her and threw her off, pupils in savage slits and a growl rumbling from deep in his chest. Cora scrambled off the ground before she raised her hands defensively and dropped her sword, her body flushing with white-hot adrenaline as she crouched before the dragon. "Toothless, I know you want Hiccup. I do too," she cooed.

As the mention of his rider, his angry gaze softened slight and exposed something of pain, and a desperation that could not be described as anything but love. Cora felt tears in her eyes at seeing such misery on the dragon's face. He whimpered and gestured to the door again, Cora understanding and nodding her head. "I know, I know. I promise you I will save him," she said, almost trying to convince herself more than the dragon.

Toothless' eyes softened, trotting over to her and pressing his head into her chest, grumbling lovingly, urging her to go. She gently cupped the sides of his massive head and brought her gaze up to hers. "I love him," she murmured softly, her voice in a low whisper and garbled with emotion. "I will bring him back to you."

The dragon just stared at her before pushing his head against her forehead, no doubt a display of trust. Cora leaned into the contact with her eyes closed, feeling herself become one with the dragon's racing and breaking heart. After a moment, she pulled away and grabbed her sword, making her way to the door with the Night Fury's eyes glued to her back. With one last deep breath of fresh night air and her heart pounding roughly against her ribs, Cora rushed forward through the doorway and into the room. She found the inside completely engulfed by flames, her eyes hardly able to recognize the original path due to toppled stone and brick.

Nothing else crossed her mind before she stepped further into the room, billowing heat blowing her hair back and flushing her cheeks pink. Her stomach was the only thing still a pit of cold in the entire sanctuary, yet she pushed on, determined to find the Viking.

"Hiccup!" she called, but was only answered by the rumbling of flame.

Testing her fate, she ventured down further, nimbly hopping over fallen wood and keeping her head low, not wanting to breathe in the charcoal black smoke gathering against the ceiling. She called his name again, this time louder and with enough force to bring the place down. Her throat hurt, but nothing was going to stop her.

By now she was past Astrid's study and into the main portion of the sanctuary, so her eyes drifted down a body to her left. The corpse was that of a massive humanoid wolf, jaws open but eyes lifeless, blood wet but patches of hair missing and burned. Cora let a shutter escape her and held her shaking blade tighter. "Arnbjorn…" she muttered. Seeing him dead sent a mixed wave of emotion through her, threatening to spin her out of control.

The clashing of weapons from her right quickly caught her attention, causing her head to snap up towards the staircase across the room and away from the dead werewolf. She was soon flying up the stairs, blood pounding in her ears and bile rising in her throat. She clung to her sword with shaking hands, but ready to face anything she came across.

Coming to the top of the stairs, she shuttered when she saw Hiccup growling and swinging his flaming sword at another Penitus Oculatus agent. She had never seen him like this; spinning on his uneven feet with trained precision, advancing on the man with his advanced swordsmanship. His eyes were focused and unforgiving in the weapon's light, his face splashed with blood that may have been his own or it could have easily been someone else's. She could not help but admire the way he moved under his armor, lanky but strong, and not a force to be reckoned with.

Just staring at him made all of the anger flood from her veins, allowing her to think more clearly and think about the situation, rather than being the idiot who runs into a room with sword she hardly knows how to use. Just seeing him lit up her heart and made her feel like a person again, rather than Sithis' weapon.

Just as he countered the swing of the man's weapon, Cora saw her shot. She ran to the side of the room on the side of the soldier and jumped onto a table, sheathing her sword to aim her bow at the weak spot exposed under his leather helmet. The soldier leaned again to thrust at Hiccup, allowing Cora to fire an arrow within the three inch space to kill him instantly. She cringed, not enjoying it, but decided it was worth it to save Hiccup's life.

Hiccup's eyes flicked upwards towards the arrow's origin in surprise, locking suddenly with Cora's. His pupils widened as a brilliant smile broke out onto his batter-worn face despite the conditions that surrounded them both. Right then, she was that beautiful angel he met on the block, coming back to him to save his life again with her bow and determined expression.

She lowered her weapon slowly and returned his affectionate gaze with emotional eyes, silently telling him how much she loved him. He understood her gaze, and soon his heart bloomed in his chest, sending a hot wave down his body, igniting every nerve ending in flame. He was so damn in love with that woman. And she came back.

She chuckled. "See, this is why we are a team," she muttered, mocking him sweetly. Without breaking eye contact with him, she raised her bow and let an arrow fly inches away from Hiccup's face, landing between the eyes of a soldier sneaking up on her Viking. He jumped to the side with a reflexive swing of his arms, clumsily covering his face. He glanced down at the fallen man who had a dagger clutched in his hands for a moment before narrowing his eyes.

He looked back over to her with a befuddled expression. "Apparently so," he mused.

Suddenly Cora's eyes were glazed over and icy, all business and no play. She hopped down from the table after feeling her lungs begin to burn from inhaling smoke. "Where's Astrid?" she muttered, voice hoarse but stern, biting back a cough.

Hiccup's stomach dropped when he spun around to find an empty room. "She was right here!" He gestured to the far side of the room, now vacant and absent of any people. He fisted his hands into his sooty hair and began breathing roughly, panicked eyes scanning the room before his body followed the search. "Astrid!" his voice tore out. Tears started welling in his eyes. "Gods, Astrid, why did you leave me here!? No!"

Cora meant to rush to his side, but she heard footsteps coming up the stairs and readied her weapon instead. Only when she discovered that it was the Listener, her eyes darting back and forth across the room to find the pair, did Cora relax her defensive stance next to Hiccup. She ran over to him in her burnt and sloppy prisoner's rags, her face covered in ruble but her eyes full of concern. Chimera's hand was suddenly on his shoulder in his frenzy, the earth shuttering beneath them and the stone creaking, weakened with fire. "Cora, Hiccup, you need to leave now," she said, ushering the elf over. Cicero followed behind as rocks began to fall from the ceilings, the jester hardly having enough skill to dodge them.

Hiccup pushed her away. "No! I am not leaving without Astrid!" His voice was cracking in misery, and Cora was feeling her chest tighten. Both Cora and Chimera had no idea why he was still so frantically looking for her after what she had done, but the Dunmer figured it was for the same reason she was.

Chimera gabbed his face and pulled it towards hers, forcing him to looks at her. "I will find her. My duty is to her, now and always, you hear me?" Her eyes stared into his miserable ones. "I will find her, Hiccup. You are too important, I will never forgive myself if you die in this fire. Live. You owe her that much." Her eyes briefly flicked to Cora unintentionally before returning to his face. "Now get in the Night Mother's coffin. She has agreed to protect the Dragonborn. You too Cora, let's move."

Chimera let her hands light into balls of ice, spraying magic onto the ground in an attempt to stop the spread of fire as Cicero ushered the pair into another large room not tainted by the flames. Hiccup was stumbling under the jester's shoving hands, absentmindedly muttering about finding Astrid. He weakly fought against Cicero's pushing, but the Imperial held strong, ignoring his crazed cries. "Ast-…Astrid…no…p-please!"

He watched Chimera turn away and run down the stairs out of his view, firing ice spikes at an unknown source. He cried out in frustration, feeling completely helpless as tear began streaming from his eyes.

Arriving at their destination, Cicero let go of their arms. "Be good to Mother," he told them urgently, shoving them inside the room. Hiccup tried one more time to escape through the door once Cicero had turned his back on him, but the jester turned around with a knife. "Right now, Dragonborn. The Listener has spoken." he commanded.

Just as he did, the entire room around them began to cave in, followed by the rest of the doorway. Hiccup was stunned as debris began rain down on them, but Cicero violently pushed him backwards into the room and out of harm's way just a large piece of stone fell into the walkway, blocking himself and Cora in.

The entire sanctuary was shaking now and rock continued to hail from above. Soon Hiccup was dodging flame and stone to get to the coffin, almost not registering the creepy shriveled woman in his blind animalistic haze to survive. Cora was standing at the edge of the open iron maiden, urging him to continue on towards her.

Her voice was suddenly dull, her face, hazy, and the world was beginning to rock and spin. Crashing rock and spraying rubble faded into nothing as Cora grabbed his wrist and hauled him in next to her. The door slammed shut to coat them in blackness just as the sanctuary was reduced to ash around them, Hiccup slipping into unconsciousness with his name just an echo on Cora's lips.
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Cora tried to not think about breathing as she held Hiccup's limp body in her arms. The air in the coffin was getting progressively staler, already tainted with the smell of slowly decaying flesh. She only breathed when she absolutely needed to, making her head spin and her eyes lie to her as colors danced around her face in the pitch black. She fisted her hands into Hiccup's hair, holding him close and stroking his head, shushing and cooing hot air across his scalp.

"Hiccup…" she rasped in a tiny whisper, hot tears in her eyes. "Hiccup, I'm here, please wake up…I'm so sorry I left…I'm so sorry…"

She rocked back and forth in what little space they had, trying not to think about the dead woman she was leaning on, or the thousands of pounds of rocks between them and escape. Time began to blur together and she almost gave into that festering internal darkness when she swore she head the moving of stone and the murmur of voices. She rolled her eyes open and took another shaking breath, straining her spinning head to focus on the sounds.

"Hurry, Nazir! I'm telling you, they're in there! Chimera told me!" Although to the elf's ears, the words were muffled and quiet, she recognized the voice as Babette's, followed more clattering of rock against rock.

"I'm going...as fast…as I can, you stupid she-devil," grumbled the man she knew as Nazir, talking between grunts and the grinding of stones. "I don't see you…helping…" he muttered.

A large stone fell away from the coffin and Cora felt the metal of the coffin buckle outwards. She took a deep breath of hot sticky air as she dreamed about a cool breeze, sweat dripping into her mouth. "In here!" she said, although it came out as nothing more than a raspy grumble, followed by a cough. "Help us…"

"I'm not exactly built for manual labor. Now come on, you've almost got it!" She head the vampire ring out, oblivious to the wood elf's cry for help.

"One more…pull…yeeeaaahh!" the man groaned, pulling a final rock away. Cora could see a razor blade of light enter through where the two coffin doors met, igniting almost the entire coffin in a dim hazy light. She felt a cold draft enter as well, greedily taking in the cool dank smell of the cave outside of their prison while still holding Hiccup's body flush against hers, his head against her chest.

"Can you get it open?" Babette asked. Cora saw shadows cross the light beam, vision doubling.

"I think so. Just hold on a moment."

The doors began moaning as Nazir pulled on them, finally throwing open the coffin and allowing the pair inside to breath. Light filled Cora's eyes almost painfully as she inhaled deeply, rich cool air finally entering her starving lungs. The air danced across her pale and shivering flesh, turning her sweat into ice. She stumbled forward, falling to the ground and sputtering, barely able to hold Hiccup up as his leather-clad body peeled off of her sticky skin. Chimera was instantly at Cora's side, fanning her and helping her to her feet while Cicero rolled Hiccup onto his back from where Cora had dropped him.

Babette ran to Hiccup's side, propping his head up in her lap as Cicero examined his body for more serious wounds, unbuckling his armor and allowing his skin air to breathe. Babette produced a potion and brought it to his open mouth before uncorking it and sending it down his throat. She manually bobbed his Adam's apple, making sure the concoction made its way to his stomach.

Cora was stripping from her armor as well to reveal Hiccup's tunic she still wore under her armor. Now soaked with her own sweat, she missed the scent of him that once was imbedded into its soft fibers. She was still breathing deeply as she removed her leather thieves' pants. She ran a hand through her hair before stumbling over to Hiccup and falling next to Babette.

"Is he alright? Gods, please tell me he's alright. I promised I would bring him back to Toothless, I can't lose my Hiccup, and Skyrim cannot lose the Dragonborn!" she rambled off.

Babette stared at her blankly but Nazir crouched by her side. "Whoa, whoa, whoa. Slow down. It's alright. You've been through a lot. Maybe you should just sit down for a bit…"

Cora was about to mutter a response when Babette spoke up, placing her hand on Hiccup's forehead. "He will be fine, he just went into shock and passed out. I gave him something to help with that, alright? He should come to before you know it. Please sit down and breathe. Your panic isn't helping anything."

Chimera's calming hand on her back helped her to relax and subside the blooming anger in her chest, turning it more into a dull ache. She just stared at Hiccup's pale face, wishing that her eyes would clear so she could see all he had to offer her vision. He looked so different with his armor removed, just bare and like a human in his short sleeved tunic.

The destroyed room was silent for a moment before Hiccup started coughing, capturing the attention of everyone. He tried to sit up fast and slap away the surrounding people, but Cicero held him firmly down by his shoulders.

"Slow down, Hiccup, slow down," Babette cooed, nodding for Cicero to release his grip after the Viking had stilled. The jester let go hesitantly, letting Hiccup slowly curl his legs and sit up. He bent over miserably, squinting his eyes shut and resting his head in his hands. Everyone just stared, but Cora gently sat herself in front of him, cradling his face calmly and with such gentle love, it surprised everyone.

He looked up at her, pale-faced and exhausted, muscles cramping and purple circles surrounding his hazy eyes. She smiled in relief at seeing him mostly alive, her red eyes strangely alert and captivating. He responded with a small grin before gently laying a shaking hand against her sticky face. She was so perfect. He didn't let another thought cross his mind as the nerves fizzled out of him.

In front of everyone there, Hiccup pulled her face in close to his and planted a slopping kiss against her soft lips. Cora's eyes widened at first and she let out a little whimper before she gave into the electricity dancing across her mouth. She moaned lightly as she let her hands fall to his shoulders and her eyes close, allowing her entire world melt down into just this kiss. He slowly moved his lips to close around her bottom lip and she was so terrified it would end there, but instead he reopened his mouth and deepened the kiss between them, sending fireworks exploding behind her eyes. Her entire body lit up in flames, her face and stomach burning with the sensation of his intimate contact.

She pushed against him, tilting her head to brush her nose against his cheek and savoring every inch of his filling heat. Her hands rode up his neck and teased where his hair met his skin, earning her a small appreciative rumble from low in his throat. He pushed against her harder to return her eager passion, mouth moving in time with hers to send waves of desire through every bone in his body. As abruptly as this had started, Hiccup pulled away from her mouth reluctantly, realizing it was one of the hardest things he'd ever had to do, and pushed his forehead against hers. While it was normal for him to be awkward and stumble over his words, this kiss was out of character. He'd never felt more sure of anything he'd ever done before, training dragons included.

Her eyes fluttered open slowly, staring into his eyes, pupils wide with love against those red irises that plagued his dreams and his vision. She gaped at him blankly, trying to find words to say, but her fat tongue was stuck uselessly still in her mouth. She couldn't think of anything else besides the remnant of his taste on her lips and the heart bursting open in her chest.

Hiccup couldn't stop the love that poured through his veins, igniting a spark that heated him from the inside out. There were so many things he wanted to say to her: how he loved her, how much she meant to him, how much he needed her always, but only one word managed to escape him as she awaited his voice. "Overdue…"

A breath she didn't know she was holding in finally broke lose as he let his hand drift down her arm and stroke the fabric of his own tunic with a smile. He stared at it lovingly with it perfectly against her flesh, his eyes trailing her body back up to finally meet her gaze. He giggled, realizing she was still speechless, and pressed a small kiss to her forehead. "I love you," he whispered.

Cora was about to open her mouth when Chimera interrupted. "Astrid!" She jumped to her feet and began scanning the room as all eyes turned from the couple to her. "The Night Mother just spoke to me, she's still in the sanctuary and I need to speak with her. Follow me!"

As the rest of the group stood up in haste, Hiccup remained seated on the ground, his eyes locked with Cora's. The elf looked around briefly before his beautiful gaze pulled her back like a magnet.

Nazir's urgent voice was no more than a mumble to the two, both lost in each other. "She's here? By Sithis, I thought we'd lost her! Let's go!"

Hiccup still stared at Cora, grasping her hand to bring it up to his lips to kiss tenderly. "I did lose her. Four years ago," he whispered to her as a saddened expression crossed his face. "I'm so sorry, Cora." His voice was wavering and he dropped his head to hang in shame, but she lifted it back up.

"Stop, please," she mumbled, now stroking the stubble of his chin. "I love you too, I always have. Now let's find her."

He nodded slowly before standing on shaky legs and offering his hand out to her. She graciously took it and stood as well. Once on her feet, she held into Hiccup's hand and gave it a tight squeeze, reassuring him and giving him support to face Astrid. He turned to her and nodded, before climbing carefully over rocks and following Chimera out of the room.
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Chimera seemed to know exactly where she was going through the sanctuary to reach Astrid, jumping over rocks and forcing the group through small spaces. All the while, Cora refused to let go of Hiccup's hand, even though it made traveling single file just a little bit harder. The Viking just smiled, and giggled every time Cicero would grumble in annoyance from behind.

Suddenly Chimera was stopped in a doorway, her arms out to the side and her breathing rapidly increasing. Cicero squeezed past Hiccup to get to her side, just as she fell to her knees and began to sob. Hiccup walked over to her side to gaze down, just to see Astrid lying on the ground surrounded by candles, covered savagely by massive burns. Only scraps of her clothing was left, her hair, gone, and most of her features unrecognizable under blistering flesh.

Hiccup's voice caught in his throat and became a choked sob as he took in Astrid's disfigured body, also falling to his knees next to Chimera. Cora covered her mouth with her hands and turned her head away just as the burnt figure began to speak.

"Chimera…" she rasped. "Alive…you're alive…Thank Sithis…"

All of their eyes shot to her as she spoke. "And Hiccup…Cora…thank Thor…"

Hiccup let a sob escape his lips as he leaned closer to her, trying to grasp her hand. Chimera leaned away from where Cicero had his arm wound around her and leaned closer too, straining to hear her words.

"Astrid…" she began, but the dying woman cut her off.

"Ssshh, Chimera…Please. There is much…I have to say. And…and not much time…" she said, struggling to force words out from her chard organs. "I'm sorry. So very sorry. The Penitus Oculatus…Maro…He said by giving you to them, he would leave the Dark Brotherhood alone. Forever…That way…that way I could safely leave with Hiccup…with you as head of things…I wanted to go…to go home." She finished her last sentence with a cough before wincing and letting the hard ground better support her head. "By Sithis, I was such a fool. All of this…it's all my fault…"

By now, tears were streaming down the young Dunmer's cheeks. She was shaking her head wildly back and forth. "No, Astrid. Don't think that. I would have done the same thing." She was still in denial, refusing to admit that the woman she worshiped could cause so much destruction, especially to them.

Astrid sputtered what sounded like a chuckle before continuing. "No…You are the best of us, and I nearly killed you…as I've killed everyone else…I wanted my family…who mean so much…to be safe…so that I could return to Berk with Hiccup…but I was too blinded to foresee…the consequences."

"Cicero…" Astrid mumbled, had lolling horrifically to the side in search of the man. She strained her eyes to look at him, cross-eyed and dilated. "I am…sorry…the old way must be followed…and there is a chance for this family to continue…with Chimera. My dagger…it's yours…use it well. Take care of her…please…promise me…"

The jester did not trust himself to speak at first, so he only nodded, accepting her dagger and tucking Chimera closer in display of her wish. The Dark Elf only buried her face into the crook of his neck and sobbed, so he raised his other hand to stroke her jagged hair and calm her, his eyes glued to Astrid. "Cicero promises."

Astrid's head twisted around again once she was satisfied with his answer, searching for someone else. "Hicc…Hiccup…"

The Viking instantly scooted forward, laying a careful hand on hers. She inhaled sharply and closed her eyes, causing to quickly retract his limb, but she whimpered in response and called for the contact again. Even more careful this time, he placed his shaking skin against her sticky burnt hand, almost giving in to another cry that rocked his core.

"Hiccup…I am not that girl who left you that day…I am not…the same in the slightest…" she said, tears threatening her eyes. "I am hardened, angry, bitter and…and a killer…"

Hiccup inhaled, almost not trusting his voice, but spoke anyway. "I know, Astrid, of course I know," he muttered. "I lost you that day…there was no finding the Astrid I loved."

Astrid stared up at him, life leaving her eyes. She was fighting for every minute with everything she had. "Do you still love her? That Astrid?"

Hiccup smiled, a tear slipping from his eye. "I will always love her. I am just glad I can say goodbye this time." He squeezed her hand tighter.

She smiled, blisters and blackened skin cracking horribly. "And she will always love a certain… talking fishbone."

Hiccup laughed at this. "I know."

She chuckled before slowly turning her hand to grasp his. "I have something in my room…in the dresser…please take it…and make my death a strength, rather than a weakness. Now go…" she said, pulling her hand away. "Save the world and be…be the man I always knew you were. Trust your heart…stay strong…and know that up until this woman became an assassin…the girl inside…loved you…"

Before he could respond, she turned her head to look at Cora, who was remaining relatively quiet throughout the conversation, and got her attention. "Cora…take care of him…take care of him and give him all of the love he deserves and more…never stop trying to be better or good enough…because you won't be" Cora was speechless even though she agreed, so Astrid continued. "I am…I am sorry…I would have never done anything…with Hiccup…if I had known…what you had…I just wanted to feel the familiarity that was…home…forgive me…"

Cora was stunned, but nodded, having a new found respect for her. "Thank you. And I will. Hiccup means everything to me." She hadn't meant for her words to feel so raw and defenseless, but she had never said anything truer.

Astrid turned towards Hiccup again. "Go find what I told you to have…now…please…no more tears…Vikings…Vikings don't cry…"

Hiccup shook his head. "No, Astrid, I am not leaving your side." He inched closer to her.

"Hiccup…I know it's hard…but you have to turn away and let me go…be strong…"

The Viking let a few more tears fall from his face, staring at Astrid with such complicated adoration and trying to memorize what was left of her voice he used to love. He tried to fill in her missing details, mentally adding flowing blonde hair and peachy skin to the burnt figure, but he knew that she was gone. Finally finding his courage, Hiccup stood up and turned to face Cora, her face plastered with such love and concern that he began to feel that he could make it through this.

His heart was cracking. Not just in half but into millions of pieces, just as it had 4 years ago when the love of his life hadn't come home to his open arms. Little did he know back then, no matter how hard he looked, no matter how long he flew on Toothless, no matter how far he went away from his family; he would never meet her again.

He began a stumbling walk away from her corpse and into Cora's open arms, wrapping his arms around her waist and burying his face in her neck. "Hiccup," the elf spoke gently. "I'm here. I love you, Hiccup. I love you so much. I will always be here." She clung to him tighter, desperately trying to help share the pain he carried on his shoulders so it wouldn't be so much.

Cora began to lead him away from the scene with one of her arms wrapped around his midsection and the other coming up to cup his face. His head was tucked down to lay against her chest, letting her hold him possessively. Hiccup was sobbing into her breast, and she gently ran a hand through his hair to keep his head down.

The elf looked back in time to see a few more words exchanged before Chimera grabbed at the familiar glowing red dagger, bringing it down to Astrid's neck. Cora turned away just in time, forcing herself to stay strong and to stay calm. She spoke more of her love to Hiccup in one ear, while stroking her hand across his other to cover up the sound of the dagger ending Astrid's life. There was no reason for him to hear that, and she would always protect him. When he nodded and mumbled a sweet and innocent response, she bit her lip to keep from crying.

With a little bit more speed, the elf ushered the Viking up the stairs and into Astrid's room, mostly crushed and littered with stone. A wardrobe lay open on its side with black scorch marks down the back, but it was obviously the dresser Astrid was referring to that held her gift for Hiccup. She gently pushed his head away and planted a small kiss on his forehead, urging him forward.

"Go on," she whispered. "It's okay."

He nodded, eyes puffy and red with tears before trotting over to rummage in the contents of the dresser. He moved a few things inside aside before freezing, eyes widening and locking on something deep within the piece of furniture. He let a deep breath escape his lungs before reaching his arm inside and withdrawing a double-sided battle axe.

He plopped down onto his bottom, crossing his legs in front of him, and dragged the large and heavy but wonderfully familiar weapon into his lap. The wood was warn from years of use, dirtied with mud of both Berk and Skyrim. The same leather band Hiccup remembered was crisscrossing decoratively up the handle held in place by metal bolts. The axe head was still splotched with soot from her magnesium-breathing dragon, and, even though it looked like it hadn't been used in years, it was still sharp and well taken care of.

Cora tilted her head in confusion as he ran a hand up the handle, loving the way it felt in his grip. He smiled widely as his tears began to dry, admiring the familiar axe that had for so long been Astrid's favorite companion. It had kept her safe, gave her an edge, and completely defined everything that he loved about her.

"An axe?" Cora questioned.

Hiccup grinned up at her, color returning to his face. He stood up and held the axe, balancing the weight in his hands and tossing it back and forth. "It's what she told me to do," he muttered, gazing at the metal with a fondness Cora didn't understand.

He glanced up at her again, clutching the weapon in a battle-ready stance. "Turn my weakness into my greatest strength."

**A/N:**

**- Abagaianya means "I do not fear" in elven**

**-Thank you for all the reviews, keep them coming! :D**


	27. Chapter 27: Goodbyes

**Hey guys! Sorry for vanishing a bit there, life has been chaotic, to say the least. Also, I have had the worst case of writer's block and just have not been feeling it lately. I have a lot of ideas for Chimera (my new fav) and all of the relationships happening here, not to mention the new characters. EEP! This is kinda a mash of stuff that needed to be put on paper. Not gunna lie, this isn't my best and there might be errors as I am not extensively editing this one. Hope you enjoy anyway!**

**Also, please leave a review, I would really appreciate your thoughts and comments on this chapter :)**

**OK read and enjoy!**

**FUN FACT: Both Chimera and Cicero have the same favorite color: Red. It matches the color of both Cicero's hair, AND blood!**

**Chapter 27: Goodbyes**

"You've got to be kidding me," Delphine muttered, her horse slowing to a trot in front of what once was the Falkreath sanctuary. She let her face drop and dramatically puffed hot air out of her mouth to blow a thin strip of blonde hair out of her eye. "We just can't win, can we."

Esbern was trailing close behind, and equally dumbfounded look on his face at seeing the toppled rock, charred bodies, and remnants of smoke surrounding the supposed assassin hide out. Slowing to a halt, they noticed a man in robes near them pinned to a tree by easily thirty arrows, and the pair crinkled their noses.

"Looks pretty bad," Esbern spoke up, dismounting his horse and petting its snout, eyes still wide with disbelief. "Think Hiccup is in there?"

Delphine jumped off as well, glancing around again. Everything seemed a little too quiet, the after battle silence hanging like fog in the air. She suddenly locked eyes with a slightly hidden Toothless, cowering in a corner against some fallen rocks, wings and tail curled around himself defensively. He silently lifted his lips to bear his teeth, eyes narrowing.

She smiled. "Why, I'd say he is, now all we have to do is find him. Alive."
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When the darkness had enveloped Hiccup, his mind was free to wander in the deepest recesses of his brain, otherwise untouched by conscious thought. His eyes rolled back, and he felt himself fall into Cora's arms just as the world turned to ash, no longer solid and no longer real. He lost his grip on reality and let himself dip into limbo.

He and Astrid were sitting on a sunny beach on Berk, admiring the crystal waves crashing on the white sand. Hand in hand, they laughed with the occasional bump of heads or punch to the gut. That only led to more laughter after Hiccup recovered his breath.

Finally, Astrid let go of Hiccup's hand with a grin, whipping a stubborn tear of joy from her eye. "Hiccup?"

"Hm?" he mumbled in response, lazily turning to face her.

"It's time for me to go," she said, standing and suddenly serious. "You knew I have to."

Hiccup only sighed and stood with her, dusting sand off of his fur vest. "I know, M'lady," he said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it gently, glancing up to her with brilliant green eyes.

To this, the blonde Viking giggled, pulling her hand away and swatting at him playfully. "Go on. Over there," she said, gesturing him further up the beach. He grinned at her as he stepped backward, trying to keep his metal foot from sinking into the land.

She turned away and dipped her feet into the water, waves crashing at her ankles gently. "Oh, and Hiccup!" she called back, catching his attention. "Your true love? She's right in front of your eyes."

Then he was watching her from afar, seeing her smile and walk into the brilliant ocean several times, deeper and deeper until she had vanished. Over and over he watched her head dip into the blue water, all with a smile on his face, and at times he even thought she would gently turn into a charcoal drawing and float away in the breeze.

He had no idea why, but he felt content.

Then a hand would carefully land on his shoulder, the heat of it warming his flesh even though his leather armor. Another hand would join, taking its place on his other shoulder with arms sliding down his chest to wrap around his neck. The water faded away, leaving a green forest before his eyes, the cool smell of evergreen pines replacing the scent of the sea.

With a chuckle, he turned to face Cora, her eyes filled with love. Electricity shot through him when she gently cupped the back of his neck and leaned in closer, trying to close her eyes. He let an awkward groan escape him as his body tensed up, suddenly nervous of her romantic intentions. At feeling his hesitance, she giggled lightly, further igniting his body in flame. He was suddenly finding it very hard to breathe, and sweat was pouring down his face.

She didn't seem to care. She just smiled and ran a hand down his cheek with feather light touches. Then her words echoed in his entire being, not just sounding like language, but rather a physical sensation, stimulating every nerve ending in his body.

_Kiss me_.

And then he was awake. Stripped of his armor and sputtering for air, he flailed on the ground of the sanctuary, trying to sit up against Cicero's grip and gain his bearings. His head was spinning, his chest burned, a sharp pain throbbed in his forehead, and his mouth tasted like sour honey.

Just as he tried to contemplate his blacked-out thoughts, his vision was filled by Cora's face, and he once again felt her touch against his face. This time, it was so much more real, so much more intimate, that he couldn't help but put his hand against her face as well. When he saw her eyes spark up in response to his touch, Hiccup had no question in his mind as far as what to do next.
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After Hiccup had recovered Astrid's axe and strapped it to his back, he began walking around with his head held high and his body on a mission. Cora admired his stature, bold and beautiful, eyes hardened but from strength rather than misery and loneliness. He made his way around the destroyed sanctuary, gathering up his armor, weapons, and a pile of what seemed to be armor from one side of the room near a blacksmith's bench. Cora didn't ask.

She sat and watched as he gathered supplies, staring at his bunching muscles like a helpless teenager plagued by love and lust. Her eyes were captivated by him, not letting him out of her sight as he prepared to leave the sanctuary. Her eyes were glazed with a muddling happiness as she sighed deeply and watched his backside under his tunic pants as he bent over. The normally vigilant elf did not even notice Chimera and Nazir chuckling at her despite the situation. Her mind was preoccupied.

He had kissed her. He had. Him. And by the Divines it had been amazing. She had never thought a human being could feel like that short of being struck by lightning from the heavens themselves. She still felt the remnants of his lips on hers, and even though her heart was heavy and beating low in her core, she swore her feet were barely dancing along the ground.

Try as she might to deny it, the rumors she spread years ago about her, Cynric Endel, and Thrynn back at the Guild in Riften were all false. She claimed they took her together in the practice room, all hush hush and behind closed doors, said so to help her earn some respect as a woman among thieves. Delvin seemed to be proud, and the other members began looking at her with more adoration. Surely a _girl _couldn't pick the pocket of Maven Black-Briar herself for kicks, be an agent to Nocturnal, AND kill people like a day job to bring her dad justice, but here she was. A virgin.

And Hiccup had been her first kiss.

She continued gazing at him even when Chimera entered the room, hanging her head in sorrow before kneeling before Arnbjorn and closing his bestial eyes. She let a tear escape at seeing his fallen body, placing a hand on his shoulder and letting a sob shake her. Cora didn't notice, a grin never leaving her face.

She reached out to grab his hand, when she discovered a ring clenched tightly in his fist. Uncurling his fingers gently, the elf caught sight of a silver and sapphire ring, but quickly pocketed it to study later when she heard footsteps approaching the room.

Cicero ran out of the hallway, brushing dust and rubble off of his motley, muttering under his breath. At seeing Chimera, he quickly and rather comically ran to her side and pulled her close. "Listener! My sweet, sweet Chimera, Cicero does not enjoy seeing you so sad."

She leaned into him and controlled her cries. "I'm so sorry, dear Cicero. This is just a lot to take in. I have no idea what I am supposed to do without Astrid."

The jester sighed deeply, twisted his body to pull her still trembling form into his lap and tucked her head into the crook of his neck, resting his chin on top of her head. He ran a gloved hand through her hair and kissed her scalp tenderly. "Well Mother is safe, and so is her Listener. That's all that matters. Let her dearest keeper Cicero take her to Dawnstar, and we can rebuild the Brotherhood. Together."

Nazir spoke up from where he had entered the room behind them. "The crazy jester is on the right track, Listener. We can bring in some new recruits, train them. We can bring the Brotherhood to its former glory." He put his hands on his hips and stared down at the pair, praying his words would comfort Chimera. He knew she was taking it the hardest.

Cicero pulled back to look at the elf with a large grin on his face. He hooked a finger under her chin and pulled her eyes up to meet his. "See, Listener? Cicero promised Astrid he would keep you safe and continue with the old ways of the Brotherhood. Our days of slitting throats are far from over, my dear," he said, blood lust flaring into his irises.

She smiled back, love and hope sparking love into her teary eyes. She reached up with a small trembling hand to brush a strand of ginger hair out of Cicero's face before closing her eyes and placing a small kiss against his lips, causing a little moan to slip past the jester's lips.

Nazir grumbled. "Still don't understand how this happened," he muttered, massaging his temples.

Chimera pulled back and giggled. Cicero began to answer the Redgaurd without breaking eye contact with the love of his life. "Doesn't matter, dearest brother Nazir. Humble Cicero is just honored to be the object of his Listener's affections." He leaned down and planted a small kiss on her back of her hand with amber eyes full of mischief, causing the elf's cheeks to darken a shade. Nazir groaned again.

Chimera threw her head back and laughed, new streams of tears rolling down her face. "I love all of you," she said. "You all are my family."

Nazir nodded in agreement with a small grin, then watched as Cicero hauled her to her feet, holding her steady against his body. As soon as she was able to stand on her own and her tears dried, she threw up her hood, red eyes beaming from under the fabric.

"Not to mention that the Night Mother has instructed me to speak with Amaund Motierre once again," she spoke softly.

Nazir's eyes shot up to meet hers, wide with something like curiosity and a strange sense of hope. "So this isn't the end? There is still a chance that the Brotherhood can actually become something more?"

Chimera grinned wickedly, letting her murderous side get the best of her. "Of course not, the contract is still on. The true Emperor must be assassinated," she said. Her eyes burned with lust the same a Cicero, who was practically doing cartwheels behind her at hearing the news. "Trust me, Nazir. You have to."

The man looked her straight in the eyes before sighing. "Alright, go. Bring Cicero with you, I am not going to be stuck with that fool."

At hearing this, Cicero began to pout, but was quickly reminded of murder and began dancing again. Nazir was fuming.

"Nazir, Babette, you will take the Night Mother to her new home in Dawnstar. I have some business northeast, at the college, so Cicero and I will head there before traveling back west to meet you in Dawnstar to plan for the assassination. Be safe, you two, and don't forget to kill someone on the road. Babette is getting feisty without a meal lately," she said, walking over to Nazir and placing a careful hand against his cheek.

Nazir only chuckled and leaned into her touch. "This organization under your command, my Listener. You are a natural born leader," he complimented.

To his surprise, she almost jerked her hand away, mouth forming into a hard line and something unexplainable entering her eyes. She quickly lowered her gaze to the ground and cleared her throat. "Right then," she muttered, much more stern than before. "We'd better get going. No use hanging around here with our dead."

Nazir nodded, then placed his hands on his hips and turned towards the doorway where Babette was standing, leaning against its charred frame. "Babette, my girl – pack your things. We're moving!"

The girl nodded almost somberly before responding quietly. "I was hoping you'd say that."
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With Cora at his side, Hiccup said his final goodbyes and pushed rocks out of the way the best that he could to make for the exit. He had no idea where he was supposed to be going, he just knew he wanted to take Toothless into the frigid air of the sky with Cora behind him in the saddle. He was done being trapped in this dank cave with Astrid. He wanted to taste the clouds.

With one final shove, sunlight and cold air poured into the sanctuary and Hiccup was able to see the outside. The vibrant green of the forest lit by the early sun filled his vision, and he was finally able to relax and just breathe in the fresh mountain air. Taking a few steps out, he reveled in the beauty of nature despite the destruction of man.

He saw Toothless near a partially collapsed rock wall, and instantly clapped his knees to send his dragon bounding his way. Sure enough, his head came up and his pupils widened happily as he ran to Hiccup, instantly shoving his head into his chest with a satisfied rumble.

Hiccup giggled and hugged his best friend tightly back, thanking Thor that he was alright and had survived the battle. That was, until, a blade was held to his throat from behind and his head was tugged back.

"Well, if it isn't the Dragonborn we have searched all day and night for," Delphine muttered bitterly. "Where's your little friend? Astrid. I'm sure you know that we got along quite well, the two of us-" but the woman was not able to finish her statement, as Cora had tackled her to the ground from the side and turned Delphine's dagger against her.

Delphine groaned as Cora straddled her chest, legs pinning her shoulders against the ground and pointing the dagger at the woman's neck. The elf bared her teeth and narrowed her eyes, making even the Blade's master gulp. "Hands off," she threatened. Even Toothless, who was ready to pounce to protect Hiccup, was taken aback.

Delphine narrowed her eyes before smirking. "Defensive, are we?"

Cora leaned closer, the steel biting into the helpless woman's neck in hopes of silencing her rampant tongue. "And this time I even know who you are."

Then Hiccup was jerking her by the shoulders, trying to break the murderous eye contact she held with Delphine. The instant his hand made contact with the delicate skin of her neck, her eyes softened, her grip was less pressing, and she even allowed Delphine the privilege of breathing. She began to realize just how fast her heart was racing as she let Hiccup pull her to her feet and off of the woman.

Delphine instantly scrambled out from under Cora's reach and began massaging her neck and staring at her incredulously. Esbern ran to her side, attempting to access her well-being and console her, but she swatted him away. "Keep her on a leash, Haddock!"

Hiccup now held a trembling elf in his arms, trying to gain control of her own mind when he rolled his eyes. "Not the first time I've been told that," he muttered, brushing her hair behind her ear lovingly. "Maybe don't hold a knife to my neck and she'll be better behaved."

Delphine scoffed before spinning on her heals. "Don't disappear again and I won't have to."

The Viking glared at her again, tucking Cora's head into the crook of his neck protectively. "I hope you weren't expecting anything out of me, you lying bitch," he cursed, "I know what you did to Astrid. I know why she didn't come ho-," he paused. "Why she didn't return to Berk."

Cora's glanced up at him with a furrowed brow in concern, but he only responded by holding her tighter, locking his finger together behind her shoulders. Delphine didn't seem to notice his gesture.

Esbern had blanched, rubbing his sweaty palms together, but the woman only stared at the ground and gave a sarcastic guffaw. "Figured that strumpet would. Fighter, she was," she mocked.

To Hiccup's surprise, Cora spoke up from within his arms, tears in her eyes. "Shut up about Astrid," she spat. "Not another word."

Toothless nudged his head against her for support, grumbling low in his chest to calm her down. Her rapid breathing and nearly audible heart beat was irregular, even for an elf.

Delphine cocked an eyebrow. "She is mighty defensive, isn't she? Better take care of that. There's a point at which it becomes a bit much."

Cora set her jaws and her eyes sparked with angry flame, but Hiccup ran a hand through her hair. "Let's start with why you are here, Delphine," he spoke, trying to change the subject.

The woman looked down at her nails and was about to respond, when a high pitched voice spoke from right behind her, causing her to jump with a shriek. "OH YES! Cicero would love to know why such a haggard old woman is out in armor talking to our dear friend Hiccup," he said, biting his lip to keep from laughing. Chimera was cackling quietly from behind him.

Delphine clenched her jaw before attempting a sarcastic smile. "And you're a clown," she said almost too gentle.

Cicero seemed taken aback, crinkling his nose up. "Cicero is sure he was a _jester_ this morning, dearest Hiccup-hunter. Chimera, did poor Cicero forget his face paint inside? Cicero had no idea he needed to be a clown today!" The Dark Elf was practically rolling on the ground in laughter, while Delphine was fuming. Even more so when she heard a chuckle out of Esbern.

The woman finally sighed and hunched her shoulders. "Hiccup, come to High Hrothgar like we planned to do before you left. We need a Dragonborn now more than ever," she muttered, finally without laced with sarcasm or behaving like a general snob.

Hiccup sighed deeply before glancing at Cora, her eyes drilling into his. The world almost stopped when his green irises hit her red ones, a shiver chilling him from his scalp to the tips of his toes in his boots. Her slight grin and nod sent his heart racing, lightning striking every part of his body and igniting a flame that just burned to kiss her again. Without really thinking, he found himself responding to Delphine. "When do we leave?"

Toothless was bounding with joy at the prospects of a flight.
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For some reason that Hiccup couldn't fathom, not only had Cora followed him up the mountain, but so had Chimera and Cicero. Granted, they had lost the rest of their family, but Chimera insisted that they would need help on this venture, no matter how vigilante Cora wanted to go.

The two elves had chatted lightly on the way back to Whiterun and continued their discussions through the carriage ride to Ivarstead. Cicero had bounded in and out of conversation, alternating humming and tapping his feet or cleaning his already flawless dagger, always keeping a wary eye on Toothless. The dragon was making his way a ways from the road, dancing among the trees without taking his eyes off of Hiccup. He still hadn't gotten over the announcement that they were walking.

Hiccup and Esbern found themselves in conversation about dragon knowledge and lore, realizing they had more in common than they originally thought. Esbern had gone as far as to pull out a small notebook and charcoal pencil to take notes on what Hiccup was saying, eagerly writing down each point he made about the creatures.

Cora found herself staring at Hiccup as he waved his arms around dramatically, Esbern with his tongue out to the side to write down whatever he was saying about something called their shot limit.

"You really do love him, don't you?" Chimera interrupted with a small giggle.

Cora jumped back a little bit and flushed red under her olive skin, suddenly fiddling with her hands. "I guess I do."

The Dark Elf just laughed again before sneaking a peek at Cicero, who was currently next to Hiccup, thrusting his dagger out in front of him and watching how the sun glinted off the blade. "Don't worry, I'm not judging."

Cora was suddenly incredibly curious, a childlike intuition she had not given into in years. "How did that happen, exactly?" she said, curling her legs to her chest.

Chimera just blushed, a smile creeping onto her face. "It was about a year ago," she began. "I had been there about three years when he arrived with the Night Mother, and I was named Listener by the Matron herself. Cicero was more than thrilled."

Cora nodded, glancing back over to look at the man. Despite his creepy obsession with murder, his weird sense of style, and his complete and utter insanity, he was particularly good-looking. But crazy and dangerous none the less.

"He was ruined, that man. Horrible life growing up. He digressed into insanity when his Brotherhood family in Bruma was killed right in front of his eyes. That psycho jester as his last kill before being named Keeper didn't help either," Chimera continued.

"So you never knew him when he was sane?" Cora asked.

Chimera sighed with a frown. "No, though part of me wishes I had. Though I'm sure he would have been the same little he-deadra he is now," she giggled sweetly, but with an obviously aroused undertone. Cora kept that bit to herself. "I love him, flaws and all, and I don't care what anyone else thinks," she said, her tone soft and obviously love sick.

Suddenly Cicero was sliding along the seat of the carriage rather comically, pushing his bottom right into Chimera's side. He sheathed his dagger before throwing an arm over her shoulder and gripping her chin with a gloved hand. With a sadistic grin, he turned her head towards him and planted a firm kiss on her lips. With a loud _mmwah_ after a few seconds, Cicero finally let go of her mouth. He smiled again, creepy and insane as ever, but Chimera only smiled and flushed pink under his gaze.

"Cicero heard his Listener talking about him with our dear friend Cora," he said playfully, rubbing his nose against Chimera's. "Cicero got curious."

Cora couldn't help but smile at seeing them so happy together and couldn't help but throw a gaze Hiccup's way, hoping that one day they could have what she saw before her. He glanced over with a dorky grin, causing the elf's nausea to spike and her heart to flutter. She quickly dropped her eyes to the floor of the carriage.

"I was just wondering, Cicero, how you and Chimera got together in the first place," Cora said, eyes raising back up to meet Cicero's amber ones.

The jester hummed lightly as he stared into the distance, caressing his chin as if deep in thought. "Cicero doesn't know, really," he answered. "Only that it felt right with his Listener. And who is a gentleman to deny a woman her desires?" He wiggled an eyebrow to exemplify his point, but quickly received a slap to his arm.

"You're joking, Cicero, it was you who was after me!" Chimera threw back.

Cicero chuckled lightly. "Humble Cicero might have walked in on his Listener before bed to bid her goodnight, and she may have been, shall we say, a bit less than presentable."

Chimera crossed her arms across her chest. "I was washing up, and you don't happen to know what knocking is."

Cicero glanced back at Chimera and ignored her before beckoning Cora's ear closer and whispering lightly to her with laughter in his voice. "Let's just say that the lucky Fool of Hearts didn't return to his bedchambers that night. Oh yes, indeed, Cicero will not soon forget that night. Or that morning, as well, my Chimera could hardly walk! Ha!"

Cora ground her teeth together as hot blood rushed to her face. Cicero was still laughing when Chimera jerked him back and punched him in the arm. "Stop harassing the girl, Cicero!" He only laughed harder as her caressed his wounded arm.

"Humble Cicero is just fooling, my dear. He is nothing but a fool, after all, hm?" He chuckled and leaned in to kiss her cheek, Chimera jokingly pretending to be upset.

Cora finally looked up to see Chimera staring at her hands with a smug grin, and Cicero once again staring at his dagger, but something else hung in both of their eyes. Something that promised later mischief.

"So, Chimera," Cora started. "I told you about my father, and of Valenwood, but you haven't told me anything about yourself."

Chimera only smiled lightly at her. "That is a story for another time, my dear. Try and rest up, it's a long walk to High Hroathgar from Ivarstead."

Cora just stared at Chimera, and soon realizing that she wouldn't break, the wood elf simply sighed and turned towards the rolling trees and meadows. She occasionally caught a glimpse of Toothless dancing along the mountain, and she found herself realizing she seemed to like Skyrim more and more every day.

She stared at the road behind her, slowly but surely pulling her away from her father's murder and the chaos it took to land her in that sanctuary. Arnbjorn was dead, the truth was uncovered, she had everything she could ever want, yet she felt so empty inside and was desiring something to fill it. She had dug herself into a hole of misery she could not so easily dig herself out of. She also belonged to Sithis.

She had never felt this lost before. For the past 4 years, she has had a directive and a purpose to her life, and now, she had a hard time finding one. She had killed, she had threatened, and she stole her way to just find revenge, only to realize that it was far more hallow that she could have ever known.

Her father, surely, would not have wanted his only daughter banished from her home to live meal-by-meal in a frozen wasteland of racist Nord in a false attempt at justice. Justice had been done with when the werewolf had put an arrow in his chest, Cora knew that now. He was still a father who had raised his daughter to be strong, cared for her, and loved her unconditionally. She began to question, however, if he even deserved her respects as a man.

She glanced over at Hiccup, still flailing around like a moron, now discussing his flight suit and how it worked for flying alongside Toothless. She watched how enthusiastic he was about his dragon, and how loving and forgiving the man was. Esbern had killed his dragon, actually been the man to physically do it, yet here Hiccup was, giving the man a lesson on dragon flight patterns. Cora loved that about him. Loved everything about him.

He glanced her way again, but this time, she didn't let her gaze waver from his. She stared into his lake green eyes, taking in his perfect frame, his gorgeous face, and his stunning but lopsided grin. He was beginning to blush, but finally braved a flirtatious smile and threw her a small wink, making the elf giggle with delight.

That was it. She would follow that man to the end of the earth and back again. She would travel with him across the world, into other realms, even back in time if that's where he was. Her purpose was his now. Her purpose was to save the world alongside the Dragonborn of legends.

She stared back at the stone walkway behind her, and whispered into the wind. "Goodbye, daddy," she spoke, just as the breeze pulled at her hair and tore away the simple braid she had across her hair, worn there since she was a child. But now she was wild. Now, she was free.

**Just needed to get this out there for you guys! Please leave a review, it would be much appreciated :)**


	28. Chapter 28: Paarthurnax

**Whoa! Big update for the first time in a while. It has been hectic. (When is life NOT hectic?) Ugh. Anyway, this one was LOTS of fun. Kung do moor. I am no longer suffering from writers block *phew* so this one is a good one!**

**Anyone else in the mood for a language class? Here we go with some Paarthurnax action, pullin' out the dov philosophy and askin' the big questions. Reviews are highly appreciated and I will definitely be responding to each and every one. :) Read, enjoy, and review! Etaak, kovir, ahrk orfrolok!**

**FUN FACT: Paarthurnax is voiced by Charles Martinet, who is also the voice of Mario, Luigi, and Wario in the Super Mario Bros. video game franchise. Look him up, I'm not kidding.**

**Chapter 28: Paarthurnax**

High Hrothgar was cold. The kind of cold that chills you to your bones and can give you frostbite on your spleen, and Cora was struggling to keep from shivering in the snowy wind. Seven thousand steps didn't seem like a big deal while she was warm and content on the carriage ride, but by five-thousand two-hundred and fourteen, the elf was panting and more than done with mountains. No one was fending well, Cicero wildly exaggerating his exhaustion and Esbern practically crawling the remainder of the stairs. Delphine and Hiccup lead the group, the Viking and the Brenton faring the snow better than the rest.

Toothless, Cora was sure, was waiting faithfully on top of the mountain as they froze their assess off. Hiccup had put his tail into autopilot, not wanting the dragon, who actually had wings, to have to submit to climbing the steep path. Even though the rest of the group needed to face the horror that was this cliff side, the last thing the Viking had wanted was to hurt his dragon. Cora wondered as to why he hadn't just rode him, letting him do all the walking, or taking him to the top, but after seeing the love they displayed and the compassion in Hiccups eyes, she had understood. He wasn't just a ride. Hiccup was climbing the mountain. Toothless didn't have to. End of story. It just made her love him that much more.

By the time they arrived at the sanctuary, everyone was ready for a warm bed and a nap. As she had suspected, Toothless was curled into a tight ball the foot of the stairs to the sanctuary and bounded over the second he heard footsteps and saw his best friend. Even he was slivering lightly, despite Hiccup's arms wrapped tightly around his neck.

The group stumbled into the large doors, savoring the heat that poured from within its walls and fought against the cold. Arngeir quickly made his way to the doors and warmly greeted the Dragonborn and his Night Fury.

Hiccup gestured Cicero and Chimera, saying that they were friends just craving some adventure, even though he had yet to ask them why they had tagged along. Chimera smiled and nodded, Cicero doing cartwheels and giggling profusely. The Viking introduced Cora as his most trusted companion, the elf blushing as she gave a small wave to the hooded man.

"Yes, well," he stuttered, unable to pull his wide eyes away from the completely insane man now rolling on the stone floor. "Pleasure to meet you all. I am Arngeir, and welcome to High Hrothgar. Home of the Greybeards."

For a reason Cora couldn't comprehend, the bearded man threw a venomous glance at Delphine and Esbern when he was done introducing himself, the older woman returning it with equal poison. After a stressful moment, the man shifted his gaze and his face softened when his eyes landed on Hiccup.

"What can I help you with, Dovahkiin?" he asked, looking uncomfortable as Cicero was now doing summersaults around him.

Hiccup chuckled and licked his lips before beginning, tasting cold ice on his skin. "I was informed of a dragon named Alduin. The World Eater, as others call him, I guess, with the power to resurrect dragons. Part of the reason Toothless here is alive," he said, stroking the dragon's head softly. Delphine only hummed to herself in response, pretending to be innocent. "But Delphine told me of his desire to consume the world and everyone in it, and I don't know about you guys, but I kinda like this place," he said, mind unable to stop thinking about his most trusted _companion_.

Cora eyes shifted back to Arngeir, who was now paler than before with a stunned look on his face.

"What did you say, Dragonborn? Alduin? Are you sure?"

Hiccup ran a hand through his hair. "According to Delphine."

The Greybeard's mouth formed into a hard line as he clenched his fists and turned towards the woman, who was swaying back and forth on her heals, eyes up at the ceiling almost innocent-looking.

"Is this true, Blade's Master? Are you leading Hiccup on a path of violence and evil in a crude attempt to save humanity?"

Delphine's eyes flicked down to him as she stood up straight, Esbern behind her. "Me?" She asked incredulously, hands over her chest in a gesture to herself. "I am sorry I want to live, dearest Arngeir," she mused snidely and full of sarcasm.

To this, the man rolled his eyes. "I wish to speak to the Dragonborn in private, if you don't mind, _dearest_ Delphine," he muttered back, spitting back her annoying title.

Delphine dropped her hands, her eyes wide. "I climbed up that godsforsaken mountain! I deserv-"

Arngeir cut her off with a raised hand, closing his eyes. "Please leave this temple. Now. You were welcome here before while Hiccup was learning his shouts, but this has gone far enough." he stated calmly, those his voice was borderline sharp. He was past meaningless retorts, his eyes lit with anger. Hiccup shifted his weight nervously.

Frowning deeply, the woman turned on her heals with a huff, snapping her fingers to get Esbern following behind her. "I expect to hear from you soon, Dragonborn!" she called, without turning around. Then the massive doors were opening and closing, the pair disappearing from the temple.

Cicero snickered. "Ooooo!" he muttered, a hand to his mouth. "Someone isn't happy, no no NO! Haha!"

Arngeir only sighed and turned back to Hiccup. "Listen, Dragonborn. You cannot be consorting with the Blades. They are dragon hunters with a violent streak and they cannot-"

"Be trusted," Hiccup finished. "Ya, I know. I have been trying to get rid of them. The man killed my dragon before 'The World Eater'," he quoted dramatically, "brought him back. I almost have to thank this Alduin guy!"

Cora scrunched her brow before making her way over to Toothless, the saddened dragon nudging his head into her arms. Only then did she notice the deep scars on his neck and chest. With a shutter, she pulled him closer. Arngeir was shaking his head.

"No, Dovahkiin. The World Eater real indeed, and is a dangerous force. But, alas, there is not stopping him. If he wishes to consume this world, so be it. We have no choice," he stated matter-of-factly. He crossed his arms, letting his hands slip inside of his robe. "There is nothing we can do," he finished, turning to walk away.

Hiccup scrunched his brow before taking a step towards him. "I don't understand, we have to do something. We can't let everyone in the world die."

Angier sighed before turning back around to face him again. "Yes we can, and we will, Dragonborn."

Hiccup stepped forward again. "But that's just ridiculous!"

Arngeir scrunched his brow and stood his ground. "We do not care for outside matters, Dovahkiin, nor do we wish to follow a path of violence and stray from Kynareth in a futile attempt at protecting this already plagued and dying world."

"But you're cooped up in this temple! That's what you don't understand. There is good in the world, you just choose not to see it!" Hiccup countered.

Cora's mouth flattened into a hard line and she gritted her teeth. Even Chimera was a little twitchy, and Cicero was uncharacteristically quiet, awaiting a response. However, Arngeir remained calm.

"What I choose to see is not your concern, Dragonborn, it is ours and ours alone. By all means, attempt a suicide mission with you are your allies, but be warned. Once you travel down that road, you will not be welcomed back here and will not have our support. You will be alone in your quest," he replied. Cora inhaled a shaky breath.

"But someone has to protect these people," Hiccup said, almost pleading at this point. His voice was raw and clogged with emotion, but still unwavering as ever.

"And what have they ever done for you and your dragon, hm?" the Greybeard replied. "You have been here in Skyrim only a few weeks, but since then you have had your life and the life of your Night Fury testing and almost ended by these men and women."

"But I have also gained allies," he said. "People who have helped me, aided me, and saved my life. Why wouldn't I protect them?"

Arngeir hung his head and exhaled, closing his eyes. "And there lies the question, young Hiccup. You wouldn't need saving if you weren't in danger to begin with, now would you?" With a final bow, the man turned and walked away calmly into one of the hallways before sitting in front of a frosted window to meditate.

Hiccup exhaled deeply as Cora moved to stand next to his side. Chimera had her arms crossed over her chest while Cicero was squinting his eyes at Arngeir, rubbing his chin in thought. "Cicero is wondering just how fast he can slit annoying Arngeir's throat and escape. What do you think, dearest Listener?"

The dark elf just shook her head. "Not sure, Cicero. I only know that no one would miss the old coot if he happened to disappear in the night rather mysteriously," she said, eyes glinting with bloodlust.

Cicero let a deranged smile slide onto his face before clapping excitedly. "Cicero knew he made the right choice in pledging himself to you, Chimera. He likes his women feisty and violent, oh yes he does!"

Hiccup groaned before turning around to face them, eyes sagging and his shoulders hunched forward. "Can murder please not turn you on for just five minutes?" Cora was glaring at him.

The jester was blushing. "Cicero is sorry, dearest Hiccup Dovahkiin. He cannot help it. It is like how you cannot control yourself around the lovely Cora. Especially when she moves stealthy in the shadows, not knowing you are staring at her," he chuckled.

It was the Viking's turn to blush, but Cicero was quickly laughing wholeheartedly, hands on his abdomen, soon having to wipe tears away. "Oh, do not pretend it was a big secret. Cicero has been called crazy and psychopathic, but never stupid. He is a fairly observant little fool."

Hiccup simply glared at him. "I'll remember that," he said, although he was still bright red. Cora was chuckling from behind him, but Chimera was quick to shut her up.

"Not like Cora is any better," she muttered smugly. The elf in question was suddenly quiet, face red against her olive skin, the hue only a few shades lighter than her eyes. "That's what I thought," Chimera responded. Cora stuck out her tongue.

"Look, as much as I'd love this awkward conversation to continue, we should probably try and figure out what to do now," Hiccup said.

Chimera shrugged. "I'm not really sure. But maybe you shouldn't be talking to murders about how to save people."

Cicero's eyes opened wide. "Eminent destruction? The world on fire? People being butchered? Why would anyone want to stop that, it sounds so wonderful!"

Hiccup sighed, leaving Cicero to caper as Chimera watched lovingly. He'd never figure those two out. He turned to face Cora. "You want to watch the world burn too?" he muttered, head hanging low.

Cora crossed her arms. "There was a time where I wouldn't mind it all that much," she said calmly. Hiccup sighed again, defeated, eyes almost filling with tears, but Cora was quick to extend a hand and lift his chin up to meet her eyes. "But that has passed, Hiccup. I will stay by your side and share your troubles and goals. Always." She kissed his forehead.

"That doesn't mean you genuinely want to save people," he muttered.

Cora exhaled, dropping her gaze to the floor. "This life brought me to you Hiccup. Not to mention that there are people in Skyrim I care deeply about. I would happily lay down my life for them. When I came to Skyrim, I was 17, and for four years I made my home in Riften. They gave me something."

Now it was Hiccup's turn to raise her face to meet his. "Then think of them, Cora. Love, forgiveness, passion. This is what it means to be human," he said, stroking her cheek.

She laughed dryly. "Only that I'm not," she muttered.

Hiccup's gaze didn't waver. "Doesn't matter."

She rolled her eyes, pulling his hand away, worried that the sparks his touch was sending through her body would be her downfall. "In Valenwood I was an outcast, Hiccup, they burned it into my brain that I wasn't human."

"But you're not in Valenwood," Hiccup said, staring into her face.

The elf scoffed. "Yes, but I'm in Skyrim. Home of the racist Nords."

"But I don't care, Cora. You're beautiful just the way you are. Chimera is a fellow elf and Cicero is too nuts to care. Besides, there has to be an exception to that 'Every Nord is a Racist Bastard' mentality," he said, voice telling truth rather than comforts.

Cora thought of Brynjolf. He had treated her like a daughter, a warrior, a thief, and a friend, all at once. Never had he judged her by race or sex, but rather took her in and sharpened her skills. "There are a few," she muttered.

A big dorky grin crossed Hiccup's face, lopsided and toothy. "See? There are always pinpricks on light where almost everything else seems dark. Almost like the night sky," he said. "Toothless taught me that. As long as you know who you are, you can never be steered wrong."

The dragon, at the mention of his name, was snuggling into Hiccup's side, big green eyes staring up lovingly at Cora. She sighed. "But it's hard to know exactly who you are in this place. Finding Arnbjorn was all I wanted for years, I have no idea what I want to do with my life now that he is dead, or what my purpose is. I thought it would be going with you, but I don't know where that is going to lead me."

Hiccup chuckled, letting go of Toothless with one arm to pull her in. "Sometimes it doesn't matter. You think I have a clue what to do now?"

Almost as if some all-seeing God was watching their conversation for the exact moment to strike, the entire palace began to shake, a low rumble echoing through the walls. Dust filtered out of the crevices in the wall as a word began to form in the heavy force of the air.

"VIKING DOVAH, JOOR DOVAH," it spoke. "DOVAHKIIN…"

Cora drew her bow, crouching low into a defensive stance as Cicero came to stand against her back, knife drawn. Hiccup clutched his sword with a shaky hand as the word repeated itself again. Chimera only stood her ground glancing around at the scene unfolding before her, arms still crossed.

Soon, the rumbling stopped and the walls ceased to vibrate, leaving the group in stunned silence for more than a few moments. They remained unmoving, glancing around almost challenging the world to speak again. Soon, Hiccup broke the silence and spoke up. "Well, this just gets more and more interesting by the minute, doesn't it?"

With an unamused look, Chimera nodded in agreement.
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Soon after the voices stopped, Arngeir ran back into the room, mumbling about their leader wishing to speak with Hiccup at once. The Viking kept asking who their leader actually was, as he was practically being dragged to a side exit that he knew lead into the courtyard. The man just kept shaking his head, repeatedly telling Hiccup that their leader was a recluse, an outcast, and whenever he called someone to the Throat, they would be blind idiots to ignore his invitation. Never did he answer who exactly this was Hiccup was going to meet, only that his name was Paarthurnax.

Soon they were out in the snowy square, the Viking using clear skies to move the clouds and ice out of his path. Arngeir had insisted Hiccup continue along the path alone, worried at how the leader of the Greybeards would respond to outsiders on the Throat with him. With a childish grunt, Cora stubbornly stayed behind and watched Hiccup disappear into the clouds. Toothless was equally dissatisfied, sadly dragging himself along with his tail down before he plopped into the snow, his tired eyes still staring at where his best friend had vanished. As he drifted off to sleep, the elf's mouth had formed into a hard line.

"Worry not, dear child. Paarthurnax will not harm your beloved," Arngeir comforted, a smirk playing on his lips. Before Cora could respond, he chuckled. "A blind man could see you are sweet on the Dovahkiin. Impressive man, that is."

Cora sighed, beaten and tired of being embarrassed and defending herself. She didn't even want to mention how a complete lunatic could even tell. "Yes he is," she agreed.

Suddenly, Arngeir turned to her. "There is something different about that certain young Viking that the Greybeards are specifically curious about," he said.

Cora turned to face him as well, yanking her eyes away from where Hiccup had disappeared into the snow storm. "And that is?"

"I am not sure," he stated. "Only that this may help unlock his secrets." He reached into a pocket in his robe, pulling out a glowing green amulet of some sort Cora had never seen.

The necklace was a gold chain with what seemed to be a sword and an axe in a form of a cross as its pendant. It was beautiful, with ancient Nord engravings and swirled pattern that captivated the elf's attention.

"It's amazing," she said in wonder.

Before she could finish admiring the craftsmanship, Arngeir was taking her hands and cupping them, settling the amulet into her warm palms. The necklace hummed in her grasp, the metal almost warm with a magical and unique enchantment.

"Amulet of Talos, young Bosmer," he explained. "It is for the Dragonborn, but I am entrusting it to you for the time being. You will know when the time is right to use its powers."

After staring at the shining metal one more time, Cora nodded in thanks and pocketed the necklace, turning back towards the cliffs. After a moment however, she was furrowing her brow. "But you never did say who Paarthurnax was, Arngeir."

The old man eyed her carefully out of the corner of his eye. "Our leader. All of us have learned the Way of the Voice from him. He is a true master of the Thu'um," he explained.

"Wow," the elf said, eyes wide. "What a powerful man."

Arngeir quirked an eyebrow at her. "Oh no, child, Paarthurnax is a dragon."

Cora shook her head before turning bright red in rage. "Paarthurnax is a WHAT?!"

000000000000000000000000000000000000

After an hour trek uphill, Hiccup felt frozen to his bones. He was shivering, lips purple and his face pale, his arms wrapped around his midsection to create the illusion of warmth. His stump was throbbing in pain, the phantom pains in his left foot beginning to return as the cold ice water began to sink into everywhere. His armor was enough to keep Berk's winter chill at bay, but never had he been in the middle of a blizzard on top of a mountain higher than the temple's courtyard.

"LOK VAH **KOOR**!" A shout erupted from his lungs for what had to be the twentieth time, blowing the snow and clouds out of the steep path. His entire abdomen ached and his vision began to blur whenever he used the Thu'um, the power taking its toll on his body. He hoped that whoever he would find up there would be well worth the travel. The question as to what human being could survive on such a desolate piece of rock briefly crossed his mind, but he dismissed it as he took the final few steps to the top.

Looking around, Hiccup could see no one. The top of the mountain was rather wide and bare, covered by a powdery covering of freshly fallen snow. The wind was no longer hissing by his ears and the ice no longer sleet against his skin, so besides the subzero temperatures, it was rather peaceful. Aside from a Word Wall on the other side however, the place was completely vacant. Taking a careful step forward, his prosthetic sinking into the snow, Hiccup began to make his way to the center of the mountaintop.

"Hello? Anyone here?" he said, glancing around. "Paarthurnax?"

As he moved, his vision began to wobble and warp, pinpricks of light falling through the frozen air around him. Something about this place was mystical, and it entranced the Viking like no other place in Skyrim ever had. He didn't have long to think about it, as whatever sun was filtering through the clouds was suddenly blocked out by a massive flying figure.

Hastily drawing Astrid's axe strapped to his back, Hiccup looked up into the eyes of a huge dragon, slowly flapping its wings and kicking up the dry snow on the ground. He let out a deafening roar, his mouth wide and his teeth bared as he descended the last few feet to the ground and tucked his wings in to land. The entire mountain shook under the weight of the beast as its feet finally collided with stone, its long neck dropping its head to be level with Hiccup's.

By now the Viking had put Astrid's axe away, pulling out and lighting his fire sword, Inferno, in hopes of captivating the dragon and earning its trust. The dragon didn't move, only staring at Hiccup with a certain type of curiosity, his shimmering reptilian eyes boring into those of a human.

Bravely, he stepped forward in a fighting stance, waving the sword in front of the dragon's snout and watching its eye run up the length of the burning blade, heat rising off of it and warping the air around it. Instead of attacking him like the other one had, the dragon only watched his movements, a low rumble in his chest growing into a chuckle. Hiccup cocked his head at the dragon who then mimicked his behavior with another small laugh. Sword still burning, the dragon began to speak.

"Drem Yel Lok. Greetings, wunduniik. I am Paarthurnax," he began. "Clever trick with your zahkrii, your sword. Convince a dovah you are their own with yol." His voice was deep and rumbly, vibrating the muscles inside of Hiccup's chest and the ground that his feet rested upon. The tone was smooth and entrancing, but hard and stony at the same time, speaking mainly to his dragon soul rather than his ears.

He lowered his weapon, sheathing the fiery blade back into its handle. "I…I'm sorry, I was not expecting you to be a dragon," he confessed. This was a whole new thing for him, to realize that dragons were capable of communication. As excited as he was, the smarts and power behind those searching pale eyes was enough to keep the spastic young man firmly planted in place.

"I am as my father Akatosh made me. As are you…Dovahkiin."

Hiccup ran a hand through his hair, a goofy smile appearing on his face. "I can't believe a dragon in the master of the Greybeards. It's amazing."

The dragon tilted his head again. "They see me as master. Wuth. Onik. Old and wide. It is true I am old…" he finished.

"This is just incredible, I didn't know others in Skyrim lived the way we do back on Berk," he said, excitement lifting his frozen voice.

"Do not caper just yet, Dovahkiin. There is work to be done. Kroson. That is why I have called you to my home. Dii hofkiin," he said. "But for now, drem. Patience. There are formalities which must be observed, at the first meeting of two of the dov."

Hiccup blinked in confusion, smile disappearing. "And that is…what, exactly?" he questioned.

Paarthurnax simply laughed and turned towards the Word Wall, ignoring his comment completely. Using his wings as feet, his tail swaying out behind him, the dragon craned his neck to look back at Hiccup. "By long tradition, the elder speaks first. Hear my Thu'um! Feel it in your bones! Match it, if you are Dovahkiin!"

"You mean Shouts, Paarthurnax? Use a Sho-WOAH!" Hiccup was cut off as fire began expelling from the dragon's mouth and into the Word Wall, a loud yell paired with the explosion of flame. It seemed that he was screeching, flames heating up the cold and streaming into the rock. However, if Hiccup listened closely, he could hear words amidst the chaos. _Yol Toor Shul..._

So that's what his Shouts looked like to others.

As quickly as it had started, Paarthurnax stopped his Shout and turned back to face Hiccup, the Viking suddenly feeling a surge of power and pull towards the Word Wall. He glanced at the stone face a few times, forcing his feet to be anchored to the ground. He had no idea why he felt an inclination to inspect the wall where he hadn't before, but he forced his eyes back to the dragon nonetheless. However, Paarthurnax had a knowing grin on his face at seeing Hiccup's pull towards the wall.

"The Word calls you. Go to it," the dragon said.

Before he knew what he was doing, Hiccup was running towards the wall, eager hands on the smooth but warm stone, quickly finding the glowing carved symbols on its surface. Like he had felt before, the word was slowly sucked into his chest, pulled to him and he was to it. Again he felt that crushing pain of weight, his chest filling and feeling on the verge of exploding. It was not as intense as absorbing a dragon's soul, but it was close, his teeth grinding together and his toes curling in his boot.

When it was over and there was no more magical light to entrance the Viking, he sunk to his knees panting, palms still pressed firmly against the wall. As soon and as fast as he could, he pulled himself up, forcing himself to jog back to a waiting Paarthurnax.

"A gift, Dovahkiin. Yol. Understand Fire as the dov do," he said, his knowledge suddenly flowing into him. Like with the Greybeards, it was exhausting and invigorating all at once, but now that it was coming directly from a dragon, it was a whole new experience entirely. It was far more powerful, but also far more pure and therefore almost pleasurable.

"Now, show me what you can do! Greet me not as Viking, but as dovah!" Paarthurnax yelled.

Without another thought crossing his human mind, Hiccup let his dragon's blood take over, his chest bursting with a heat he didn't know a Viking's body could possess. He didn't register that he was exploding from the inside out, the slits of reptilian eyes dominating his wide humanoid pupils, rendering him more dragon than man.

"YOL TOOR **SHUL**!" A stream of fire erupted from his mouth, spraying every direction and showering both the snow and Paarthurnax in fire. The blast was long and impressive, almost more powerful than Paarthurnax's and definitely brighter in color, therefore hotter. The dragon behind him was almost giddy with joy.

After his shout, Hiccup let his blood begin to cool down, shaking his head to rid himself from the strange way he was seeing the world, returning back to his gangly Viking self.

"Woah…" he muttered under his breath, placing a hand on his aching head and straightening out his fire blown hair. He turned to face Paarthurnaax.

"Aaah…yes! Sossedov las mul. The dragonblood runs strong in you. It is long since I had the pleasure of speech with one of my own kind," he mused, his scaly face excited and bright.

Hiccup could swear the dragon was laughing as he pulled his body into the air, massive wings blowing white snow into Hiccup's face. Once again, Paarthurnax blocked out the sun with his form, making his way over to the Word Wall and landing, settling himself gracefully upon it.

"So. You have made your way here, to me. Responded to my call. My for. No easy task for a joor…mortal. Even for one of Dovah Sos. Dragonblood," he said, voice low and dangerous, making the Viking's hairs stand on end, even though the beast was complimenting him. "Yet you are different, young Viking. Vomedaas. You have a dovah of your own, to control. Imaar."

Hiccup turned and stepped towards Paarthurnax, shaking his head and reattaching Inferno to his calf. "That's not exactly mine and Toothless' relationship. We are best friends. He saves my life, I save his. Works out nicely," he said, suddenly worried he had spoken out of line. He was speaking to a dragon, after all. No time to be sarcastic.

But Paarthurnax only grinned and nodded his giant head. "Correct answer, dov Hiccup. Your Night Fury is no slave. Aar. But rather, a brother. Zeymah. Further proof you are, indeed, Dovahkiin."

Stepping forward again, Hiccup asked the question bubbling in his mind. "If you are a peaceful being, why have you called me to tell me how to fight Alduin?"

The dragon recoiled slightly, surprised at his question. "No. You are mistaken, Dovahkiin, I have called you hear to see you for myself. Koraav. You are more dovah than those who have come before you. Hin Meyr. Nothing has captured my attention in some time."

It was Hiccup's turn for confusion. "What is so interesting about all," he gestured to himself, "this?"

"Everything, young Hiccup," the dragon responded. "Can you explain your connection with the dov? Understand your bond? I can see it in your eyes. With other joore is not where you feel at home. Not where you belong, or feel free."

Hiccup was quiet a moment. "I never thought about it that way…do you know why?"

Paarthurnax chuckled, his scaly throat bobbing. "You are one of the dov. You have the soul of a dragon. But the rest is for you to discover. Nahkiv."

"But about Alduin…" Hiccup said, dropping his gaze to his sunken feet, "what am I supposed to do?"

"Hm…yes. He is the elder brother of Akatosh. Gifted, grasping, and troublesome as is so often the case with firstborn. Again, that is your path to walk. Paagol. Your choice is your own to make."

"But people are telling me it is my destiny…that I am this all-powerful being with the ability to bring balance to the world. I did so on Berk, but this is so much bigger," Hiccup almost mumbled, feeling smaller than he had in years.

"But why, Dovahkiin? Why must _you_ stop Alduin?" the dragon questioned.

"Destiny," Hiccup repeated. "I have to follow the order."

"It is a destiny others have fed to you, Hiccup. It is something you have taken on, but not something you yourself believe to your core. Hin Qeth. Prophecy tells what may be, not what should be," the dragon said. "Qostiid sahlo aak. Just because you can do a thing, does not always mean you should."

To this, the Viking grumbled. "That is exactly what the Greybeards told me, that I should give up and let Alduin destroy the world. I can't let that happen, I need to stop him."

"But yet, you do not fully understand why the muz –men, of Skyrim want him dead, and I can sense your hesitance to shorten his lifespan. Ok laas. Why would you still seek to end him, while it is your nature to befriend the dov?"

Hiccup gritted his teeth. "I cannot let him destroy the world. The dragons here have already proven they are not willing to be trained."

"Train is the wrong word, Dovahkiin. You gain their trust, as they gain trust in you. Ov ko hi," he said. "So why are you not attempting to gain the trust of the first born? Why is your plan to destroy him when he saved your dragon from demise? Ok dinok?"

"I can't take any chances, Paarthurnaax. I am normally one for talking things out, and changing minds, but this is not something I am willing to risk."

"Why, Dovahkiin? What is left to you that is worth protecting so dearly?"

Hiccup's heart swelled in his chest at the thought of those brilliant red eyes and stunning pink lips waiting to be kissed at the bottom of the mountain. "Cora Moonbrooke." He had never been so sure of anything in his life. No hesitance, no restraint. Cora was his reason to save the world and he was proud of it.

"Does this woman know of your affections? Hin pruvos?"

He grinned. "She better," he laughed.

"Hm…if you can see love and destiny clearly, your sight is clearer than mine," the dragon mused. "But, I bow before your certainty. In a way, I envy you. The curse of much knowledge is often indecision, as the curse of almost immortal life is being surrounded by death."

"Well said," Hiccup stated, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. "But after being useless for years, I realize now that I have something to protect. Cora, Toothless, my family, and the people of this world. I believe in the good of all people, and although this place is plagued by war and hate, I know there is a light that hasn't been seen yet."

Paarthurnax quirked an eyebrow at the wise young Viking. "Not typically the dov way of thinking. Lorot. But I admire the spark you ignite in others."

Hiccup watched with a bewildered stare as Paarthurnax pushed himself off of the Word Wall and into the snowy ground. The reptile's body spikes moved atop skin and muscles, bunching and extending as the dragon curled himself around Hiccup. His snout was no more than a few feet away from Hiccup and his tail was coiled behind him. Hiccup could smell the fresh blood on his breath, see the yellowing of flesh in his teeth, and feel his hot breath that blew from his nostrils. The Viking gulped audibly, a heat searing his face and traveling down his spine. He forgot who he was talking to for a moment.

"Do you know why I live here, at the peak of the Monahven, what the people name Throat of the World?" he questioned.

Hiccup felt himself gulping again. "You, uh…like the altitude?"

"Hm. Very astute, Dovahkiin," he said.

Hiccup found himself almost rolling his eyes. Who ever knew his sarcasm came from being the Dragonborn?

"But no. This is the most sacred mountain in Skyrim. Zok revak strunmah. The great mountain of the world. Here, the ancient Tongues, the first mortal masters of the Voice, brought Alduin to battle and defeated him."

"Wha? Defeated him? How?" Hiccup questioned.

Paarthurnax hummed lightly before answering. "By using a combination of things, Dovahkiin. One element was a Shout developed by the mortals of Skyrim to control the dragons. Imaar dreh. But alas, Alduin was not truly defeated. If he was, you would not be here today, seeking to defeat him. The Nords of those days used what is known as Dragonrend to cripple Alduin. But it was not enough. Ok mulaag unslaad."

"Dragonrend," Hiccup whispered. "So you can teach me, right?"

Paarthurnax sighed. "No. I cannot. It was developed by men to control the dov. Our minds cannot process or understand its concepts."

Hiccup furrowed his brow, but the dragon cut him off before he could let his mind wander.

"But what it was, Hiccup, was the Kel. The Elder Scroll. They used it to…cast him adrift on the currents of Time," he hummed.

Hiccup's head shot up. "An Elder Scroll? My father used to tell me stories of my ancestors on other continents using it to defeat dragons! That was them?"

"The myth of a dragon's banishment, yes. Geh," Paarthurnax nodded. "But, as all stories, it was stemmed from truth as a rewrite of history. It is an artifact from outside of time. It does not exist, but it has always existed. Rah wahlaan. They are…hm…fragments of creation."

"So they sent him forward in time using the artifact?"

"Not intentionally. Some hoped he would be gone forever, forever lost. Meyye," he said. "I knew better. Tiid bo amativ. Time flows ever onward. One day he would surface. Which is why I have lived here. For thousands of mortal years, I have waited. I knew where he would emerge but not when."

Almost without thinking, Hiccup reached out a flat palm towards the dragon's snout for comfort, only for him to recoil and growl on instinct. "But you've been alone," Hiccup said, voice soft and sweet.

"The way I like it, unlike joore. Naalein," he muttered.

Hiccup dropped his hand and rubbed his arm nervously, waiting for him to continue.

"Tiid krent. Time was…shattered here because of what the ancient Nords did to Alduin. If you brought that Kel, that Elder Scroll back here…to the Tiid-Ahraan, the Time-Wound…" he said. "With the Elder Scroll that was used to break Time, you may be able to…cast yourself back. To the other end of the break."

Hiccup squinted his eyes in question. "Which means…what, exactly?"

"Dovahkiin Hiccup…you could learn Dragonrend from those who created it."

**OK, me really likey this chappie. My writing has been kicking into high gear, stay tuned for another update soon, and thank you for reading!**


	29. Chapter 29: Meeting the Arch-Mage

**HHHOOOOLLYY crap this one is nuts. I kinda let this chapter write itself a little bit, I went places I didn't know I'd be going. Lots of stuff happens, like OH MY GOD kinda things. I am so excited to present this one to the world, I love it. There is one great character introduction that I want to hear your response to. I love this character to bits, so just tell me what you guys think.**

**As per the usual, read, enjoy, and review! Hope you guys love reading this as much as I loved writing it**

**FUN FACT: Eret's character from HTTYD2 was modeled after Han Solo. Oh yeah.**

**Chapter 29: Meeting the Arch-Mage**

By the time Hiccup had made his way down the mountain, the courtyard was abandoned and everyone had retreated inside for the warmth of the building. Night had fallen, and it was becoming difficult to see in front of him. His teeth were chattering and his lips were blue, his body now devoid of Oh-My-Thor-I-am-_Talking_-to-a-Dragon adrenaline. The wind had not been kind on the way down, nor had the two hours in the snow with Paarthurnax, and now he was looking forward to a warm fire and a toasty dragon to curl up with.

As he turned the final corner and waddled into the gate, he noticed a small figure curled into a ball against the wall, a blanket covering its form. Only when he got close enough for it to hear sloshy steps did Cora's head pop out and light up with a smile. Hiccup's grin was genuine in response to hers.

He watched her as she stood, the blanket tipping off of her and snow falling from her hair as she shook it. He made a mental note that she no longer wore a braid in her hair, vowing to ask her about it later. She stretched her hands above her head and yawned, rising to her tip toes and closing her eyes tightly. She opened them lazily as they focused on Hiccup in front of her, dropping to her heels and wrapping her arms around his neck.

"Well you're in one piece," Cora joked. "When Arngeir told me Paarthurnax was a dragon, I almost stormed up there with you."

Hiccup threw his head back and laughed, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her warm body closer. "Better than him being some crazy old man. I'm better with the scaly type."

Cora giggled. "Figured you would be. And it's not like we don't have a shortage of nut jobs around here."

Hiccup shook his head and sighed, kissing the tip of her nose and pulling her into a tight hug. However, he soon knitted his brows together as she began squirming in his grasp, struggling to break free.

"Sorry Hiccup, you're just freezing cold," she mumbled, finally freeing herself from his grip and dusting the slush off of her as best she could, the melted ice leaving damp spots on her armor.

"Oh, like you care. C'mere you," he muttered, pulling her in close again and pressing a soft kiss to her lips. The sensation was brief but passionate, sending Cora's heart pounding and her toes curling. As quick as it started, he pulled away, a coy grin on his pale face.

"But Cora," he said, pretending to pout but just sounding incredibly sexy. "I'm cold."

Cora rolled her eyes and scoffed, pretending to be unaffected by his bedroom voice. "Fine, inside you go, you damn tease."
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"An Elder Scroll and the Dragonrend shout? Paarthurnax knows how to end a fight, that's for sure," Chimera mused, hands extended in front of the fire pit.

The group had gathered and sat in front of the fireplace in the temple with Toothless, all agreeing that he had the right idea. The Night Fury was currently on his back, tongue out to the side, and fast asleep in front of the flames. Cicero was laying partially on top of him, his head heaving up and down with every breath the dragon took. His eyes were hardly staying open to hear the conversation, much less be a part of it. Even though it was almost creepy to see the murderer and Toothless cuddling, Hiccup was grinning.

Everyone had wanted to know how it went and what the two of them had discussed, but Hiccup only touched on the basics, leaving out all of the vocabulary that just sounded like gibberish, as well as the self-realization even he didn't understand yet. No one needed to know that the Dragonborn was second guessing his destiny. Everyone was ooo-ing and ahh-ing at his interaction with the dragon, but Cora only smiled knowingly and admired the way his voice told the story.

"A Kel is going to be interesting to retrieve," Arngeir said, "but not impossible, I hope. If Paarthurnax called you up to the Throat to discuss this topic with you, we cannot possibly ignore it. But I will not lie, I have no idea where to begin the search."

"Easy," Chimera interrupted. "The College of Winterhold. Urag gro-Shub in the Arcanaeum knows a thing or two about books. He is a good friend and has to know something about one. I don't think there is a text he _hasn't_ read. I wouldn't be surprised if he had one, even."

Hiccup shook his head. "The College of what?"

Cora chuckled lightly into her fist while Chimera explained, a stern look cutting off her mocking of Hiccup. "It's an academy for mages; people who wish to learn the art of magic. I tend to favor the School of Destruction. It's where I met some other close friends."

The Viking found himself nodding. "Then we head there tomorrow, but we should find a place to spend the night."

"Well you are more than welcome to stay here," Arngeir said, clapping his hands and rising to his feet. "But we can't have the Dovahkiin sleeping on cold stone floors. We have some rooms with beds, or if you'd prefer, I can throw out some bed rolls here for you all here. We also have some fresh supplies we were just brought from Ivarstead. Help yourself to some meat, bread, and mead. Anything you like."

Cora raised a finger to interject an opinion, but was cut off as a loud snore tore from both Toothless and Cicero, making the group turn and laugh. "Looks like we are sleeping here," she said.

In a flash, Chimera was on her feet. "Let me help you with those bedrolls, Arngeir. And that mead sounds wonderful."

00000000000000000000000000000000000000

They set out early in the morning, saying goodbye to the Greybeards and loading up satchels with supplies they would need for the journey. They filled Toothless' saddle as well with more provisions Chimera purchased in Ivarstead, Hiccup's supplies from Riverwood running dangerously low.

Hiccup had been hesitant about letting the people of the town see his dragon, worried how they might react, but Cora took his hand and reassured him, convincing him that it would be alright. He thought it was a bit out of character, but if Cora thought it was safe, it probably was.

The children and adults alike ended up loving him at first sight. The rumors of the Dragonborn and his trusty Night Fury were making their way through the province like wild fire.

Cicero had woken up well rested, realizing that the Night Fury was a better blanket than anything he had ever experience in his life, even any woman. By far. Chimera only rolled her eyes before realizing that second place to a dragon was probably still pretty high-ranking. The fool and dragon were becoming fast friends, the jester occasionally whispering something to Toothless as if he could understand him, responding for him, and then cracking himself up. Hiccup winced when he saw their interactions, realizing he must have looked as crazy as that man to the Berk inhabitants for years.

The journey went smoothly, the group making their way across the snowy countryside in impressive time. Chimera mainly stayed with Cicero and Toothless, Hiccup and Cora taking the lead hand in hand. With the conversations they shared about Berk, Valenwood, and copious murder, they found themselves in Winterhold a little after midday. After making it through what was left of the small town, the four began the up the cracking stone path to the college, leaving Toothless behind with a few guards to wait for their return.

Hiccup, Cora, and Cicero all marveled at the fantasticality of the College of Winterhold, while Chimera strode through the courtyard like she saw the majestic stone building shrouded in snow every day of her life. The glowing pools of magic and massive stone statues loomed over the group, intimidating even the jester. Hiccup squeezed Cora's hand tighter when she took a nervous gulp, seeing as how the mages of the college were eyeing her. It was curiosity more than anything, but she still seemed uncomfortable with the situation.

As Chimera pushed through the doors large wooden doors, apprentice mages were bowing their heads in respect as well as giving her a wide birth of space, winter air swirling at her feet. Cicero narrowed his eyes, suspicious as more wizards continued dancing around her, tripping over their words and occasionally their own feet when they caught her eye. He didn't know what was stranger: the way they were acting, or the fact that Chimera didn't think twice about it.

One of the mages nervously approached her, a wide silly smile on her face and a book cradled across her chest. She seemed to be a Regard woman in her late thirties, her bronze skin shining with a pink hint. "Welcome home, Arch-Mage Chimera."

The Dark Elf held her head high, a kind but overly political smile on her face. She closed her eyes and bowed to the mage who was now shaking in her robes. "And a good day to you, Apprentice."

With another bow, the mage was scampering though the snow, Chimera turning towards the door again like nothing had happened. In her mind, nothing had, but that didn't stop the amazed looks she was receiving from her beloved.

Cicero's eyes widened as he gasped in surprise, hands flying into his hair. "What?! Sweet Chimera did not tell Cicero she was the Arch-Mage!"

This all meant nothing to Hiccup, but he could see Cora's raised eyebrow, slightly taken aback at hearing the news.

Chimera turned to face them and shrugged. "Never thought it was a necessary thing to tell."

Without another word of explanation, she turned away, pushing open massive wooden doors and striding into the main Hall of Elements with the other three of them in tow. Hiccup stared at the back of her head and walked behind her slowly before turning to and seeing Cora beside him. He grinned cheekily and tried to catch her ear.

"You look beautiful today," he whispered gently, slipping an arm around her shoulders.

Cora turned around with a sarcastic frown, crossing her arms. "I looked like this yesterday. And the day before that."

Hiccup threw up his arms outrageously. "Gods, remind me not to compliment you anymore."

The elf chuckled. "You can complement me if you want to, Hiccup."

"Oh really," he responded, sarcasm heavy in his voice. "Do I have your permission now?"

"Matbe, hjartað mitt," Cora responded, leaving the Viking to quirk an eyebrow.

"Now where did you learn that, ástin mín?" Hiccup joked back.

The elf blushed before shoving at him indignantly with her elbow, not bother gracing him with a response.

"You read a book for me, didn't you, dillydoun? I am touched," he chuckled, receiving another blow to the ribs but deciding that it was worth it.

"Yes, I did. But I only remember the one that meant 'my heart'. It was fitting. Those other two made no sense."

Hiccup threw a gangly arm over her shoulders. "Well first I called you dearest," he said, earning him a stern look.

"That sounds too sappy," she grumbled, crossing her arms but snuggling into his warmth none the less.

"Exactly what I thought. That why I called you lullaby instead," he said seductively. "Much more fitting, since you sang to me that night in my bed."

Just hearing the words _in my bed_ falling off of his tongue was enough to make the elf shiver from head to toe, which had nothing to do with the snow. She was two seconds away from pushing him into a bush and pressing her lips hard against his, and probably would have if Cicero had not been eyeing them out of the corners of his vision.

The two smiled widely once they noticed that they had an audience, trying but failing to blatantly cover up their flirting. The jester just grumbled, wordlessly telling them to behave themselves. They knew they had done something wrong when the psychopath was finding it necessary to correct their manners. He glanced away and back towards the Dark Elf just as they passed under the massive arches and entered the college itself.

Chimera was grinning, seeing their faces light up, their eyes widen, and their mouths drop in response to the building. It was her school and she was damn proud of it.

Leaving them to take in the college surroundings, she approached a figure leaning casually against a wall, his pressing gaze traveling across the college like he owned the place. He almost did, actually.

His features flicked slightly when he saw Chimera, mouth almost curving into a smile, as demented as it was. "Day Dream," he called, using his usual pet name for her, "What brings you back up to Winterhold? Especially with…non-Mer individuals." His smile faltered at seeing the strange bunch.

Cicero was in a hand stand on top of a well of pooling blue magicka, attempting a one-handed stand to dip his finger into the goo. He brought the liquid up to his nose to sniff it, only faltering when his jester hat began to slip and he had to quickly flip over before it was sacrificed to the substance. Cora had her arms crossed in the corner, eyes darting around the place as if to seize it up, occasionally landing and lingering on the chests around the room when she wasn't gawking at Hiccup. Her Thieves Guild armor more than gave her away. The Viking was oblivious to her stares, too busy ogling the architecture and wondering how it was crafted. The Dark Elf smacked a palm against her forehead and groaned.

The figure's eyes landed back on her, his smile restored at seeing Chimera's disgruntled but beautiful face again.

"Not the best first impression I'll admit, but it's good to know you are still a racist asshole, Illuvitaar." Her right hand man in the college had not changed a bit. He was still a good six foot seven inches tall, towering well over her, with a finely sculpted Altmer face and milky white eyes. Even though he was incredibly intimidating in his leather armor and shrouded hood, not to mention is violent past, Chimera knew she could trust him, and did so with her life.

Then she felt Cicero close to her side in an instant, not even knowing her had moved, his heat almost radiating off of his body and soaking into her clothes and skin. It didn't faze her, more like made her smile. She had gotten used to his sneaking around. "My dear Chimera, who is this?"

Chimera turned and planted a small kiss on the jester's cheek, giggling. Even though he was a moron, he was her moron. "A friend."

The man cocked an eyebrow before extending his hand hesitantly to Cicero, more a formality than anything. The last thing he wanted was to shake the weirdo's hand. Cicero had to crane his neck to look up into his face. "Illuvitaar," he said coldly, "Pleasure. And you are?"

Cicero's usually joyous face was stone cold and serious, and he refused to shake the man's hand. "Cicero is the name, High Elf sir. Just humble Cicero and nothing more, the Keeper of fair Chimera's heart." He snuck an arm around The Dark Elf's waist and tugged her close for emphasis.

Illuvitaar smirked and leaned back again, handshake-less arms crossing over his chest, not looking bothered in the slightest. "Is that so, little man?"

"Cicero is not little, Illoolisar, he is even _tall _for an Imperial!" he grumbled, stepping to put himself between the High Elf and Chimera.

The man sighed. "It's _Illuvitaar_, pet," he corrected hotly. "You know, like the all-creating God you should be respecting and bowing before?"

"_You_ are no God _I_ worship," he responded, teeth gritted together and fists clenched at his sides, itching to get his fingers on his ebony blade.

This was bad. The first person references was bad. In the time the elf had known him, he tended to use first person just minutes before the floor was saturated in blood and littered with bodies. Chimera stepped in front of Cicero and frowned as if unimpressed. "That's not his real name, genius. Stop measuring each other's dicks, we have matters to attend to."

Cicero's eyes softened as they met hers, but he still glared behind her with a puff of his breath. "Fine. But Cicero is watching you, Un-God. So don't slip up."

The man rolled his eyes. "I'm quaking in my boots."

Chimera turned to glare at him too. "You started this, Illie," she grumbled.

"ILLIE?! He has a nickname?!" Cicero sputtered, hands in front of him.

Chimera grumbled and kindly ignored him, weaving her hands in her hair. "I just came here to check on our prisoner, Illuvitaar, and Hiccup Haddock here is The Dragonborn. We just need to speak with Urag," she said, gesturing to the Viking. Illuvitaar didn't look impressed.

Cora and Hiccup had made their way over to the others, wanting to see what the conversation was about. All they knew was that Cicero was fuming mad, and that could never be a good sign. He turned to face the approaching pair, turning his back on Illuvitaar after one last poisonous glare.

Summoning a small spark of lightning in his fingertips, the elf shot a blue lightning bolt directly into Cicero's behind, making him jump and squeak in pain. Illuvitaar smiled when he was returned with a delicate pout. This would be more fun than he thought.

Chimera covered her mouth to keep from laughing. "You alright, Cici?" she chuckled, grinning at the fussy Cicero.

"Cicero will be fine, dearest, thank you for your concern," he grumbled sarcastically. Then he mumbled something else that Hiccup swore sounded like _the jester will be back_. He gulped.

But Cora was still curious about one thing, ignoring the ridiculous scene happening in the middle of the hall. "Who would that prisoner be, Chimera?"

Chimera turned to her and smiled gently, deciding to start with introductions. "This is Illuvitaar, Ex-Thalmor and a close friend of mine I met in the School of Destruction. We are holding a traitor of the college in the Midden, on the grounds. Have been for a year now. He doesn't mind, just keeps him on…a tight leash." She gestured at the huge hunk of elf next to her.

Illuvitaar rubbed his fingers together and blew away smoke from them as Cicero massaged his injured rump. "Good day."

Hiccup was pale. "And…uh…what did this guy do, exactly?" He glanced nervously back at the elf.

Illuvitaar grumbled before turning to Chimera, letting her speak, surprised when she just shrugged. "Utterly betrayed us in the name of the Thalmor. Not to mention try and kill me after he murdered the previous Arch-Mage before me."

Cora's eyebrows shot into her hairline. "A Thalmor agent? Why on Nirn would you have a Thalmor agent as a prisoner?"

"He's important," she said carefully, voice on the edge and quickly ending the conversation.

Illuvitaar only scoffed, earning him another slicing look from Cicero. The jester leaned in to comfort her, his gaze strangely warm.

"Let's get you that Elder Scroll," she said, changing the subject as quickly as she could.

As Chimera walked past Hiccup, the Viking used his chance to whisper in her ear. "Do we tell Cicero that there's a hole burnt in his pants?"

The elf didn't look back or slow down, responding only with "Nah, he'll be fine."
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Chimera changed. Not just her clothes, but the way she held her head and carried herself through the halls of the college. She emerged from her chambers dawning stunning Arch-Mage robes, showing a side of herself no one had ever seen. A hood concealed her short jagged hair but let her eyes glow from within, and fur-tipped triangular robes flowed down the front of her body to her wrapped boots. No longer a murderer on the streets, she was a supreme mage. And Cicero was practically on his knees before her, worshipping her.

"Here, I am no longer you Listener, but rather your colleague and your guide," she said, hauling Cicero up from the ground.

The jester hunched his shoulders and blew ginger hair out of his eyes. "But Chimera will always be Cicero's Listener, yes?"

She giggled. "You know I will, but for now I have a different calling which requires seeking knowledge, rather than blood."

Cicero pouted. "Cicero guesses he can handle being without murder if you command it. But you will always love your humble fool, won't you?"

The Arch-Mage giggled again as she shook her head, leaning forward to press a quick kiss to the very tip of his nose. "Don't be an idiot, Cici."

Cora was staring at the couple, a sweet look plastered to her face like an idiot. She was a master thief and yet didn't even realize Illuvitaar had come up behind her.

"You don't look weak to me," he mumbled, Cora spinning to face him.

"It's because I'm not," she replied sternly, clenching her fists.

The High Elf let a grin slip onto his face before he leaned up against a nearby pillar. "And you look like you've killed people before. And stolen riches. And consorted with the deadra."

"All of which are true," she said flatly.

"Thought so," he said, examining his fingernails in boredom. "So then what I don't understand is your girlish fascination with love."

Cora was about to reply when Hiccup ran up to her, grabbing her arm lightly. It was an innocent gesture, but still had her flushing. "Chimera is ready to go in when you are, milady," he said, a wide dorky grin on his handsome face. "I was hoping you'd come. There might even be some books on Valenwood." Sometimes he was so sweet is was sickening in the best way possible.

She giggled. "No Hiccup, I'm far past that. That Elder Scroll is the only thing on my list."

He smiled wider, exposing cutely gapped teeth. "Whatever you wish, my dear."

Cora was blushing, she just knew it.

He plastered a sloppy wet kiss against her cheek before turning away, following Chimera though a door and up a set of stairs to the Winterhold library. She was going to follow, she was, but she was more than appreciative of the view from back here.

Illuvitaar chuckled darkly before turning away to saunter towards the hall again, shaking his head. "Now I get it."
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"Greetings, Arch-Mage," Urag said lightly, smiling through his tusks and still munching on a piece of bread. "I see we have some new faces at the College. Respect the books and we won't have any problems, you three."

Hiccup gave a small forced grin and nodded his head, Cora following suit. He had obviously never seen an Orc before, and was having a hard time not staring at his green face and ivory protrusions. Yet he was attempting to be polite, keeping his gaze to the ground.

"They understand the rules," Chimera said lightly, leaning forward to press her palms into Urag's desk as the group dispersed through the Arcanaeum. The elf lowered her voice. "We seek an Elder Scroll."

Urag paused mid bite as his eyebrows shot into his hairline. He stared at the elf with wide eyes to discern if she was actually being serious or not. When she didn't move or falter, but rather leaned close, the Orc burst out laughing, soggy crumbs of bread taking flight. "An Elder Scroll?! Chimera do you know what you are even asking for?"

The Arch-Mage narrowed her eyes. "You are my best bet, Urag."

The Orc still continued to slap his knee humorously, choking down his food as best he could. "Listen to me, dear. You are still young and have a lot to learn, I'm not quite sure you even know what you are searching for."

Chimera sighed. "I know more about the Elder Scrolls than I probably should."

"Ah," Urag said. "I keep forgetting. You just look so much like your mother and not so much like your father."

Chimera set her jaw and took a deep breath, hands clenching to fists in the table. "Look," she said plainly. "Hiccup Haddock is the Dragonborn."

She gestured across the room to where Hiccup was marveling at all the books, poking at Cicero to show him a beat up old volume of Viking customs with a big stupid smile on his face.

The Orc leaned to the side to get a better view of the man, furrowing his brow. "He's the one they Greybeards called?" he questioned, poking a thumb out to the side in his direction.

"The humanoid dragon is right over there," she said with a nod of her head.

Urag sighed and ran both hands down his face, shaking his head in his palms. "Chimera, an Elder Scroll is an instrument of immense knowledge and power. To read an Elder Scroll, a person must have the most rigorously trained mind, or else risk madness. Even so, the Divines usually take the reader's sight at a price," he explained. "So you really think this guy can handle one? You aren't thinking this through, Arch-Mage."

Chimera's mouth hardened into a line as she turned around to face Hiccup. Now, he was talking about dragon flight to Cicero, the jester listening attentively. "I don't have a choice. I know he is not much to look at, but there's a dragon somewhere in there," she said.

Just as the words left her mouth, Hiccup reached down into loops on his pants, taking hold of something near his boot. With one last grin, he yanked upward, pulling out canvas wings from the suit. He stood up proud with his wings out to the side, making Cicero clap wildly and jump back and forth on the balls of his feet.

Chimera bit her lip but then found herself smiling fondly. "I know there's a dragon in there somewhere…" she trailed off.

Urag grunted from behind her, shifting in his squeaky chair. "Let's just pretend for a minute that this man actually is the Dragonborn and has the capability to read the Elder Scroll. Let's even pretend I had one," he said, quirking in eyebrow. "You think I would let you see it? It would be kept under the highest security. The greatest thief in the world wouldn't be able to lay a finger on it."

Chimera scoffed. "Don't count Brynjolf out just yet," she chuckled.

The Orc only grumbled low in his throat that almost sounded like a growl. "Leave him out of this," he said, crossing his arms. "Don't you want an Elder Scroll or something?"

"Yes, I do," she replied, placing her palms on the desk again and leaning in. "So? Do you have one?"

The Orc dropped his hands and rolled his eyes. "I just told you no, Chimera, I don't have one."

"Had to check," she grinned. "You were being sarcastic and grumpy before."

"Have I ever told you about that _private_ book store I want to open in Whiterun?" he muttered.

"Yes, every time you get frustrated with me. But we both know you'd never leave," she said.

"That's beside the point," Urag grumbled.

Chimera shook her head with a sigh. "Well give me the next best thing, then. Do you have any information on the scrolls? Maybe you could locate one?"

Urag stood up and rubbed his lower back. "Of course we have information here. If there's one thing I have, its books. Don't get your hopes up though, most of them are lies, leavened with rumor and conjecture. As far as finding one of the scrolls, I'll do what I can, but you are on your own Arch-Mage."

"Anything will do, Urag," Chimera nodded with a smile.

He stared at her a moment longer before he walked out from behind his desk and stretched his arms above his head. With another low groan, he walked to the other side of the library to pull out his keys and start fiddling with a book case.

"So? Any luck?" Hiccup said, coming to stand next to Chimera. He was still tucking his gliding wings back into his suit.

Chimera couldn't hide her grin. "I think so. Urag has some information that might be helpful to us," she said, turning to face him. For the first time, she initiated physical contact with him, placing her hand against his cheek softly. "Don't make me regret this, Hiccup," she said sternly. It was less of a threat or warning and more a prayer to keep him safe.

Instead of awkwardly jerking away, Hiccup leaned into her touch, surprised at how normal and almost maternal it felt. "You don't have to stick around, you know," he muttered. "You're doing all this work and I could just be leading you to your untimely doom, for all I know."

"Then that's where we go. Together," she said, letting her hand drop from his face.

"But why?" he asked with a shrug of his shoulders.

Chimera smiled sadly. "Because that's what Astrid asked me and Cicero to do."

Hiccup opened his mouth to respond when Urag made his way back over and slapped two thick books loudly down on his desk, making Hiccup jump and coil his hands up in front of his face.

"Here you go," he spoke with an evil grin. "You're might bit jumpy, huh Dragonborn?"

Hiccup's cheeks redden and he proceeded to run a hand through his hair and scratch his prosthetic into the stone nervously. "It's been an interesting few weeks," he said honestly with a chuckle.

Urag narrowed his eyes. "I see…Well this is all we have. Try not to spill anything on them," he said before turning to walk away from the desk. Instantly, Hiccup was hunched over the desk with his fingers in the pages.

"Effects of the Elder Scrolls. How come this sounds like a warning label?" Hiccup muttered nervously, green eyes quickly scanning the pages.

"That's because it is," Chimera said, leaning her weight on the table and eyeing the book over Hiccup's shoulder. She saw a few words go by that didn't sound promising. Among them were the words madness, blindness, damned to Oblivion, mental combustion, and even certain death. She shivered.

"You didn't hear the lecture, did you?" she asked, deciding against skimming any further. She knew about the Elder Scroll, but never thought she'd need to read one. Much less use it to save the world.

"Apparently not," he muttered, eyes widening further. "Though Paarthurnax told me some about it."

"Ah," she mused, turning away again. She hadn't looked away a second and Hiccup had slammed that one shut and opened the other one titled Ruminations of the Elder Scrolls.

She looked back just to find his face scrunched up in confusion. "This book doesn't even make any sense," he muttered. He squinted and pulled the book closer to his face, like it the words would suddenly dawn on him. "Look, read this," he said, pushing the book in front of Chimera. She leaned over the book with a sigh and let her eyes rest on the words.

_"This is one manner in which the Scrolls first came to pass, but are we the sea, or the breather, or the fabric, or are we the breath itself?"_

"Wha?" Chimera found herself imitating Hiccup and leaned over further into the book's weathered pages, flipping them carefully.

_"Imagine, again, this time but different. A bird cresting the wind is lifted by a gust and dawned by a stone. But the stone can come from above, if the bird is upside down."_

Chimera stood up straight and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands. "Yeah, I got nothing. Even if you think about it metaphorically, it still makes no sense."

She looked into Hiccup's eyes, full of, for the first time, fear. She had never seen him look like that. Heartbroken and completely destroyed, yes. Unconscious and with a knife at his throat, of course. But she never thought that Hiccup Haddock processed the ability for real fear. She sighed deeply and grasped for his hands.

Urag sat back down in his chair with a sigh, letting his massive body sink back into it. "Yup, that's the work of Septimus Singnus. He's the world's master of the nature of Elder Scrolls, but…" he paused, eyes shifting to the ground. "Well…he's been gone for a while. Too long."

Chimera's eyes widened and it sounded almost like his breath caught in her throat. He dropped Hiccup's hands and turned towards the desk. "Septimus?"

The Orc nodded sadly. "He's somewhere up north, in the ice fields. Said he found some old Dwemer artifact, but…well, that was years ago. Haven't heard from him sense." Chimera looked heartbroken.

"You know him?" Hiccup said, leaning his head in to catch her eyes, but she ducked away.

"I did. We were close friends, but that was easily four years ago. He was gone by the time I returned after being inducted," she said, hinting at her Dark Brotherhood stature.

"Well last I heard, that's where he was. He's your best bet for finding an Elder Scroll."

Chimera turned to Urag again. "Thank you, Urag. For everything."

He smiled gently and bowed his head. "Anything for you, Arch-Mage."

As they turned to walk away, Chimera spoke up, eyes forward and staring ahead. "You know I didn't even get to say goodbye?" she muttered under her breath.

Hiccup sighed deeply. "I know the feeling. We will see him soon, he will forgive you," he comforted. She only smiled to him and nodded.

Hiccup heard a chair shift on the hard stone ground and looked to his left. Cora was standing up from a small table, a book cradled in her arms. She leaned around a book shelf to catch Urag's gaze. When he saw her, she smiled politely and held the book out in his line of sight. "Mind if I check this out, Mr. gro-Shub?"

"That old ratty thing?" he replied gruffly. "It's yours, my dear."

The elf smiled widely before tucking the small worn book into her armor. "Thank you, Sir."

He nodded back with a grin, eyes briefly flicking to Hiccup then back to her. The Viking just crinkled his nose and narrowed his eyes, attempting to decipher what the gesture had meant. Before he could figure anything out, Chimera was prodding at his shoulder to get his attention.

"We'll spend the night here," she said. "There are plenty of spare rooms all around the college. Take your pick. If you need anything, any of the mages will be happy to help you, and I will be in the Arch-Mage's quarters with Cicero right down stairs."

Cora nodded but Hiccup was frowning "And Toothless?"

Chimera giggled. "Oh bring him up here. He can sleep in the Hall of Elements. Not that he'll get any rest. He's a dragon in a college, I do wish to remind you."

The Viking only chuckled, hands on his hips. "He'll love the attention."

They stood in silence a while before Hiccup raised his eyes and met Chimera's. "Astrid really asked you to stay with me? Even if it meant death? And you two _agreed_?"

She didn't respond at first, only smiled softly and stared into Hiccup's face. "I'll see you both tomorrow morning to find Septimus." And she walked away without another word.

0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Illuvitaar balled his fist again and swung it hard into Ancano's jaw, the Thalmor agent groaning as he heard bones in his face crack. He pulled at the chains that held him to the stone wall in the Midden, trying to forget the sharp and throbbing pain in his jaw. "You enjoy that way more than you should," Ancano mumbled, spitting to the side a wad of thick yellow saliva tainted with blood.

"More than you know, pretty boy," the elf said, rubbing at his torn knuckles with a wicked grin on his face. He glanced down at them and chuckled. "You know what I'm going to ask you, you piece of crap. The same thing I do every day."

Ancano groaned again, using the side of his shoulder to set his jaw back into place. "I told you," he sputtered. "The Thalmor knows nothing about the college."

"Figured that was the answer," he said. Before the man could react, Illuvitaar's hands were blazed in electrical current and sinking down into the bare flesh of his chest, sending a shooting pain throughout his body that rendered him helpless.

Ancano screamed and arched against the wall, then hung miserably by his chains when Illuvitaar ceased his torture. He was panting and struggled to lift his head back up to meet his, his heart beating unevenly within his ribs.

"Lightning," he mumbled, eyes rolling to the side. "That's new…usually its fire."

Illuvitaar shrugged, shaking out his hands. "I was feeling spontaneous today."

"You're a fool," Ancano spat. "A blind idiot. The hired help. You think you're worth anything to the Arch-Mage?"

To this, the man sighed, shaking his head. "Apparently you aren't feeling as original as I am today. That tactic won't work. You won't get a rise out of me, I promise you."

"Oh, but will I," the chained man smirked. "I've been around you long enough _Illuvitaar_, as you call yourself. Both inside this prison and out. I know that you have feelings for our dearest friend Chimera."

Illuvitaar scoffed. "So what if I do? I care enough to leave her alone and to her own business."

"But she's why you left the Thalmor, isn't it? You _made_ me shun you from the organization," he said, the red glint of a demon eyes. "How would Chimera feel knowing that those poor children were tortured and killed as a little personal sacrifice to her?"

Illuvitaar looked up into his eyes, shaking his head. "She'd probably be overjoyed. You don't know anything, Ancano."

"But I know you," he said. "You're more racist than any of us High Elves. You don't just look down on everyone who is not of Mer blood, you seek to murder them all."

"As per the job requirement," he responded, plopping down in a rotted chair. He popped open the bottle of mead that he had left on the small table the other day, both to enjoy later and torture Ancano. He kicked his feet up and took a large swallow of the liquid, watching Ancano's face almost crumble at seeing the alcohol consumed.

"What have I been telling you for the past year, Illuvitaar?" Ancano finally said.

"That the Thalmor doesn't know anything about the college," he said, mocking him.

"Exactly. Yet you've never asked _who_ I know about. Or why I am even here," Ancano said snidely.

"Well, just for fun, why are you here, and who do you know about?" he said, taking another large drink.

"Contrary to popular belief, I was not here to learn the secrets behind the Eye of Magnus, it was just a charming side project that slid itself across my desk. No, I was here to study a particular person of interest."

Illuvitaar rolled his eyes. "And who might that be?"

Ancano grinned. "None other than your dear little minx, Chimera."

The ex-Thalmor agent narrowed his eyes and put down his drink. "Why?" Now he had his attention.

"She is important to the Thalmor. Not by choice, of course, but that little mutt needed to be watched like a hawk," his evil grin widened.

"Mutt? What on Nirn are you talking about?" By now he was creeping towards him, eyes narrowed and focused. He knew he should resist this baiting tactic. He knew better, but his curiosity about the woman he loved outweighed his judgment.

"Oh, so you really don't know? How rich," Ancano chuckled darkly. "Have you ever noticed just how light her skin is? Or her hair? Not purely Mer, obviously. Even to the untrained eye. She has her red irises, yes, but that nose gives it all away-"

He was cut off as Illuvitaar's thick hand came to clench around his throat. "Spit it out, Ancano. I am in no mood for your games."

Without his usual resistance, Ancano looked up and into Illuvitaar's snowy-white but angered eyes. He smiled wider. "Chimera is the daughter of Ulfric Stormcloak."

**Well, there you have it. I don't think notes are needed, I'm just going to end it like that.**
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**Chapter 30: More Than You Know**

Cora folded he armor gently and placed it off to the side of the bed before stretching her arms above her head and yawning. She stood on her tip toes and ran a hand through her still damp black hair, shaking it out lightly. For the first time in several weeks, she had made the trip to an actual bath house, and being clean was more wonderful that she remembered. She wore a clean dark red tunic she had borrowed from Chimera and nothing else, her clothes on a line somewhere being dried. The outside was brutal and hostile, but inside of Cora's small stone room, it was warm and toasty.

Chimera and Cicero were right upstairs in the Arch-Mage's quarters, Toothless in the Hall of Elements, and Hiccup across the college in one of the spare rooms in the apprentices' quarters. Everyone had settled in for the night, and Cora never realize how much she missed actually _settling in_ somewhere for the night. She had bided everyone a goodnight, received genuine smiles from most of the college students, and was being tended to as an honored guest of the Arch-Mage. In a word, it was heavenly, and a welcome change.

She was about to curl up in her pelts and tuck herself into bed when there was a small hesitant knock at the door. Who was up at 1 am other than her was a mystery, but she trotted over to the wooden doorway anyway.

She threw it open to reveal Hiccup standing at the foot of her room, cheeks red and stunning green eyes glimmering up at her through overgrown auburn bangs. Not only that, but he was bare chested in the dim moonlight, only clothed in a pair of ragged green pants that clung to his slender frame.

Cora cleared her throat and stood up a little straighter, straightening out imaginary wrinkles in her suddenly way too short tunic.

Apparently Hiccup tends to be up at 1 am too.

She was blushing, she just knew it.

"Oh, Hiccup. I'm sorry, I wasn't expecting you," she said quietly, glancing down at her state of attire.

Hiccup instinctively looked her up and down despite his better judgment not to. Her olive legs were smooth and shimmery, not to mention just so _long_. Her hair was down and tussled, seemingly lengthier and fuller than it was before. It tumbled in dark waves down to the plunge neckline in that tight red tunic that almost wasn't long enough to cover her hips. He found himself gulping and running a hand through his hair, a goofy crooked smile on his face.

"Yeah, sorry about that," he said, teetering back and forth on his mismatched legs.

Cora found herself stepping aside and gesturing inside her room. "Care to come in?"

The Viking grinned again. "Sure, that'd be great actually," he said, awkwardly stepping past her and into her room.

Cora couldn't keep her eyes from roaming all of the dips and divots in his body that had been previously unknown to her. The way his muscles bunched as he strode into her room and how his pants hung dangerously low on his slender hips was making her drool. Nothing so wrong had ever felt so right.

"I was wondering why you don't have that braid in your hair anymore," he asked, turning around to face her.

Cora closed the door behind her and shrugged. "I wove that braid into my hair ever since I was little, after my father taught me. It kept me closer to him."

"Oh," he said, suddenly awkward in the situation. She swore his face went paler than it already was.

"Don't worry, Hiccup, that's behind me. That's why I took it out," she grinned, closing the distance between them as his eyes roved her body. "I figured you'd like it better down anyways." She always found a way to make him smile.

"I actually brought something for you," he said happily.

He smiled as he lifted his hands and reviled a folded mound of leather grasped in his long thin fingers. She had not known he had had anything in his hands, and blushed deeper at realizing how incredibly distracting his body actually was. She bit her lip.

"What is it?" she said, walking over and staring at the pile. She extended out her hands and allowed Hiccup to place his present in her grasp, his skin brushing hotly against hers. Lightening shot through her entire body in the split second that the contact lasted, making her feel lonely when he dropped his hands to his side again and grinned.

She narrowed her eyes at him teasingly when she rose the gift to her eye level. Her eyes widened when she realized exactly what it was upon further inspection. Quickly grabbing what the elf assumed was the top, she let the mound unravel from her grip, revealing it to be a stunning set of armor. Not just armor, but a flight suit in her size.

She was breathless at just how stunning the piece was. It was one big piece with crossing straps all the way up the back, leather strips holding it closed through tight lacing through golden grommets. The front was plain, but made of high quality leather that could no doubt stop an arrow. That was sown expertly onto a pair of fitted pants stitched together with a red-dyed thread, patches of decorative red fabric lining the inside of the hide pant legs. Leather straps with large loops were wrapped around the pant legs, holding the flight suit wings tightly in place. Cora found herself unable to speak and at a complete loss for words.

"Oh, but that's not all," Hiccup said with a finger in the air. He skipped past her happily and reached around the doorway, retrieving pieces he had left outside on the floor. "There's these too."

To her astonishment, Hiccup displayed matching chest plates, tactical belts, shoulder pads, and bracers. The chest plate was different from his, although they were very similar and obviously came from the same inventor. The thick black leather was meant to wrap around her chest and end at about the middle of her rib cage, coming together in the front and secured with metal clasps at a diagonal angle. The back had a built in quiver and a place to wear her bow, sleek against the rest of the suit. The bracers were almost identical to his; thick and bound together at the bottom by three buckles. The suit was accompanied by two studded belts with various pockets attached to them with plenty of holsters for one handed weapons. The shoulder pads were layered but thinner than his, and had much more feminine flair to them. One of them was thin and bare, the other, a bit wider and proudly displaying the Shadowmark of the Thieves' Guild.

"Hiccup…" she muttered breathlessly, "How…Why would you…Gods it's all so beautiful…"

Instead of smiling at her reaction, Hiccup frowned and darted his eyes towards the ground and dragged his prosthetic against the rock of her floor. "I made that after you left that sanctuary when me and…" he furrowed his brow, willing himself to stay in control of his emotions. "It was when Astr…" he trailed off, his voice giving out.

Cora placed a hand on his bare shoulder, putting her armor on her bed and out of the way. "Hey," she comforted, sliding her palm up to cup his face. "It's alright."

Hiccup sighed, closing his eyes and leaning into her touch. "I'm fine, Cora," he muttered.

The elf shook her head as she slid her hands into his soft hair. "No you're not."

Her head was swimming with all kinds of different thoughts; from anger and betrayal to love and acceptance. It was a strange and almost overwhelming combination, but she grit her teeth and settled for stroking the soft hair at the base of his neck with her thumb.

He took two steps closer so she could practically feel the hot pulse of his skin against hers. It was close enough to give her a physical sensation without them actually touching, and she found herself shaking, knocked out of thought. He sighed again and plopped his head down onto her shoulder, nuzzling into her neck gently. "You were right. She wasn't going to be the same. I don't know what I wanted…" he said sadly, puffing hot breath across her tender skin.

She let out a moan despite herself, bringing her hands up to caress his back and pull him into a hug. "No," she responded. "She was the same. She still loved you, and still believed that you were destined for greatness."

Hiccup nuzzled deeper within her hair, placing a chastising kiss under her ear. "So I'm destined for greatness now?"

Cora giggled, finally pushing her body flush against him, his hands coming down to lightly grasp her waist. "You're the Dragonborn, of course you are destined to be a hero."

"Sometimes I don't feel like a hero, it's just not me…"

"Well I think you're a hero, Hiccup," she said, fingers threading through his hair lovingly.

And that was when his hands clamped down on her and began shaking, his body suddenly finding it difficult to stand up in his own. Cora held him tighter before pulling back to glance into his eyes.

"Hiccup, are you-"

Then his lips were attacking hers, silencing any words that made the mistake of being formed in her mouth. His hands were in her hair, then everywhere, dancing with fire along her legs and caressing her shoulders. She moaned against his mouth and wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning into his heat and accepting his touch. She was so far gone in the feel of his chapped lips against hers and lost track of where she was, only gaining her bearings when her back was pressed roughly against the wall. She was pinned between his strong body and stone, her heart suddenly racing in her chest at unfathomable speeds. She hooked an ankle around his before hiking her leg up to rest on his hip. She gasped as he suddenly pressed impossibly closer, his hands on either side of her head.

Then, as fast as he came, he was gone. His heat, his touch, his _lips_; gone far away from her body completely. She was kissing air and falling into nothing, legs making a wobbly connection with a ground that was harder than she remembered it being. She lazily opened her eyes wanting more than anything to visual feast on his body, flaws in all. But when she saw his face, a knot formed in her throat and the growing pool of heat low in her stomach turned quickly to solid ice.

He stood absolutely still a few feet away, staring wide-eyed at her. Confusion, hurt, and worry flowed to the surface of his emerald eyes in hot tears, one forming large enough to roll down his cheek.

Cora felt her eyes begin to sting as well and found herself stumbling forward towards him. When he jerked away from her touch, she felt her heart breaking in her chest. "Hiccup…I'm so sorry…what can I do? Please…" She reached for him again with the same outcome. "Hiccup, love, talk to me…"

"I can't do this…" he muttered, face pale as more tears rolled down his face. He kept his eyes towards the ground, unable to look her in the eye with his voice barely above a whisper. "Cora, I love you but after this…and these feelings…I just can't…"

Cora stood up straighter, her eyes darkening over. "Can't do….what?"

Hiccup's mouth formed into a hard line. "This," he said, gesturing awkwardly between the two of them, hoping she caught his insinuation.

Cora's face burned with instructive anger, and she found herself pulling her tunic lower to where it almost covered her knees. "Is this because of Astrid?" she said, a certain snap in her voice.

Hiccup furrowed his brow defensively, throwing his arms out to the side. "Wha-No! Of course not!"

Cora crossed her arms, not buying his cover. "Why am I having trouble believing that, Hiccup?"

The Viking strode forward, getting in her face. "I just said that I loved you, Cora! Why would you still believe that this was about Astrid?"

"Well it always has been before!" she replied, raising her voice a tone. "You came here looking to find her, you haven't even let her go yet. From day one, it has always been about her!"

"Well it isn't, would you just believe me?!"

"Then what is it Hiccup, huh?! What is just so awful about me?!"

"Cora, stop," he said, his voice trembling.

"No!" she yelled back. "No, I won't give up! Tell me why I can't kiss and make love to the man I love, I honestly want to know!"

Hiccup was setting his jaw tightly, his entire body shaking and his muscles repeatedly clenching and unclenching. "Stop."

"What is stopping you from loving me, Hiccup?!" she pleaded, tears finally breaking free from her eyes.

And then he snapped. He grasped her shoulders tightly, his face contorting into the most defenseless combination of sadness, guilt, and anger as he shook her. "YOUR DAD IS DEAD BECAUSE OF ME!" he yelled.

Then room fell into silence, the two of them even too afraid to breath. Snow ticked gently against the window and the old college groaned, the noises suddenly too loud and overpowering. Cora's face dropped, mouth open agape and hands trembling at her side. Hiccup released his grip on her upper arms and angled his head to the ground. "I'm so sorry, Cora. More than you can ever know…"

Without another word, Hiccup planted a gentle kiss on her unmoving cheek before walking swiftly out of the room to leave Cora by herself. The elf stood in one place for several minutes, expressionless and motionless, unmoved feet tingling sharply against the stone. She was quiet enough to hear her own blood pounding against her ear drums, her breathing coming hot and fast under the crushing pressure of her chest. She had never felt more alone.
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**Chapter 31: Warrior **

Illuvitaar's grip tightened around the Thalmor agent's neck as his body flooded with ice then boiled with rage. A multitude of emotions hit him all at once, and he snarled under the pressure, feeling well within reason to murder the elf.

"You're a lying heap of shit, that's what you are Ancano," the man growled, leaning in closer to his face. "How am I supposed to even believe that? I should strike you down for accusing the Arch-Mage."

Ancano sputtered as his face changed shades, but he smiled none the less. "Don't believe me, huh Illuvitaar? Too much to process that your little heartache is half Nord?"

"She is _not_ half Nord," Illuvitaar growled. "And she is definitely not the daughter of Ulfric Stormcloak."

Ancano chuckled darkly. "Why don't you ask her yourself? Go see how well you actually know your Arch-Mage!"

He had hardly finished his statement when Illuvitaar promptly let go of his throat and recoiled to punch him in the face. The Altmer's face crumpled under the close-fisted blow and he slumped against his chains, unconscious. The ex-Thalmor agent was shaking out his hand, unexplained nausea pooling and curling in his stomach. He snarled in response, taking a deep breath and setting his brow into a brooding glare.

"Maybe I will."

00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Cora couldn't sleep. It was almost 4 am and the sun would but rising within a few hours, but she had still not managed to close her eyes longer than to blink away tears. She packed away Hiccup's present for her in the furthest reaches of the room to where she didn't have to stare at it in the midst of her complete and utter meltdown. She never let her emotions surface, or let the ugly cries bear her soul to the world, but she felt that his heartbreak merited some change to her regimen.

At some point in time she couldn't identify, she had stopped sobbing miserably and found herself pulling on her thief's armor, tossing up her hood to cover her face. Her blood was running cold again, just like she remembered it for years. He heart was running slowly and brokenly, supplying just enough blood to her limbs to get her hand on her bow. She needed to get out of this horrible room that somehow just kept getting smaller.

Dressed head to toe in her armor, she tiptoed down the stairs, careful not to wake Toothless snoozing gently in the corner of the hall. She tugged at the doors that separated the Hall of Elements from the harsh outside world that was Winterhold once she was clear of the peaceful Night Fury. She waited for the wind to whip unforgivingly at her exposed skin, but was stopped short when the handles only jerked in her grasp. She tried again and once more with the same result, groaning in frustration as she smacked her forehead painfully against the wood.

"Who the hell locks the door from the inside?" she spat in a poisonous whisper, hands clamping tighter around the handles.

She pulled back and let her head drop into the door one more time, closing her eyes sadly. "Oh, I know, I know," she muttered condescendingly to herself. "Someone up there thinks that this is funny."

She sank to her knees against the door, a sob forming deep in the back of her throat. "Very funny…" she moaned miserably. She closed her eyes tightly, needles poking at the backs of her eyelids and a headache beginning to throb in her temples.

She sat motionless for a while, just letting the quiet world spin around her. Everything was falling out of places and spiraling out of her control faster than she could register, and she wanted nothing more than to put a poor young bandit under her bow again. Her heart was beating with the need to end a life, to feel blood spatter against her skin, to _murder_. Mindlessly. For no reason, she wanted to end another life. Killing just sounded almost too good.

A heat she didn't realize was growing in her chest was suddenly dissipated when a scaly snout was pressed against the back of her neck, a low rumbling accompanying the contact. She turned around away from the door to find herself looking into the eyes of a concerned Toothless. He looked so sad and so worried, that Cora almost felt guilty for contemplating killing someone.

"Toothless…" she trailed off. "Toothless, what is wrong with me?"

The Night Fury only cocked his head, his pupils growing wider.

"Yeah, I know my face is a mess. I've been crying," she said, dropping her eyes to the ground. "It's that Hiccup of yours."

Toothless grumbled in response before plopping to the ground and shoving his head in her lap, hauntingly familiar emerald eyes glancing up at her, but he was just so cute and precious that Cora couldn't help but stroke his hot skin. It was almost instinct to reach out and stroke along his long scaly ears.

"So what do I do now, big guy? What do you do when Hiccup takes a 180 turn on you?" she said, a grin almost sliding onto her face as she petted under his jaw.

Toothless simply stood up and walked up next to her, pawing against the wood of the door. He glanced back up at her expectantly before sitting and repeating the process.

"I'd love to let you out, but it's locked, Toothless," she muttered, dropping her head down into her knees.

The dragon practically rolled his eyes before turning and trotting over to Chimera's door, dragging his claws along the base. He huffed to get her attention with a whine, scratching at the wood again.

Cora furrowed her brow. "What are you…" but she trailed off, realizing his intentions. "She may have the key, yes, but I'm not bothering her at 4 am."

Toothless growled lightly and scratched again, more persistent this time and causing the door to raddle on its hinges. It was louder than expected, so Cora was instantly on her feet, hands outstretched to calm him down. "Alright, alright, settle down," she said.

Toothless actually grinned, scooting aside to let Cora through to the door and sitting expectantly. Cora let her shoulders fall and narrowed her eyes. "Fine, fine, I'm going. Gods, you're a pest."

She walked past Toothless, his eyes never leaving her, and lightly pushed on the door. The creaky hinges squeaked under the movement and she cringed. She glanced back at Toothless, and he nodded his head to urge her further on. She growled under her breath.

Finally, after several stressful minutes of creaking wood and metal, it was a few inches open and she could peak inside. The staircase and the room above were dark, so she crouched in an attempt to quiet her movements. She pushed the door further, but at about six more inches, something caught under the crack between the door and the floor, preventing it from opening any further.

Raising an eyebrow, she reached down to removing the obscuring object, tugging what felt like worn fabric roughly into her grip. Once she held it, she realized very quickly it was Cicero's jester hat, the red and yellow stripes giving it away. She held it for a moment and tumbled it in her grasp, tossing it back and forth between her hands.

"What the…" she whispered, glancing back up into the dimly lit hall, squinting to get a better look. Once her eyes adjusted, she realized that the staircase was littered with things…clothing. A jagged line of jester apparel and Arch-Mage robes lead up into the upper bed chambers.

Cora froze, hands clenching his hat into a tight ball. "I just can't win…"

00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

_4 years earlier…_

Ulfric leaned back in his throne with a sigh, letting his back hit against the hard stone of the back. He squinted his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose, willing his growing headache to vanish. He would have to ask his court wizard for a spell or a potion later, just so he could make it through the day.

"I told you, I am not claiming the throne yet. High King is not an achievable goal in the present situation, I have not gotten all of the Jarls on my side. The Imperials have even been gaining ground."

The Dunmer man in rags before him spit at the throne's steps before standing back up tall and raising his chin high. "How can we expect you to rule all of Skyrim when you can't even help the people of this city, you racist and undeserving bastard! My family starved because of your careless regime!"

The Jarl of Windhelm could not be bothered. He simply sighed again and stared at the man, looking almost bored with the situation like he had heard it one hundred times before. The elf before him was beginning to see red when faced with his Jarl's blatant nonchalance. "Are we done here?" Ulfric muttered.

The elf took a step forward, swearing he had seen something flicker across the man's features. "Not even close, _Jarl Ulfric_," he spat, his name crossing his tongue like it was slanderous. "I know part of you loathes leaving this city to rot in the cold. Its children to die. Like my daughter."

Something about his sentence had struck a chord, and the Jarl lost his poker face.

One of the Stormcloaks guards stepped forward to roughly grab him by the upper arm and haul him away from the Jarl, determined to relieve the palace of this nuisance. The elf was soon struggling against their grip, rage building in his eyes. He was too busy shoving against the guards that he almost missed a shadow emerging from the darkness of the corridor, fire lit in her hands.

"I think that you have given my father quite enough trouble," a sultry voice sounded.

The man looked up to find the figure of a woman now standing at Ulfric's side, her face shouded by the bear head of her Stormcloak officer helmet but her dark hands glowing with magical fire.

The man scoffed in return. "You're this brute's daughter? How charming," he scoffed.

The guard tightened his grip. "What do we do with him, Ms. Stormcloak?"

"Leave him be," she spoke again. "I want him to see who I am."

The man watched in awe as the young woman removed her helmet, bearing her gray skin the world. Words were caught in his throat, and he wasn't quite sure what to think as he took in her appearance. Her skin was a light shade of purplish-black, obviously toned from her Nordic genes, but her piercing red eyes and point-shaped ears were both undeniably of Dunmer origin.

"My name is Chimera Stormcloak," she spoke proudly. "Take another long look before you insult my father again."

The elf finally shrugged free from the guards and narrowed his eyes. "Undoubtedly a product of rape. It's just all worse than I thought. Besides, all a chimera is, is an illusion. A wish, but not something that is possible."

Jarl Ulfric clenched a fist and allowed his mouth to harden into a firm line, but Chimera stepped in front of him, putting herself between the man and her father. The elf stepped back before clearing his throat, more intimidated by this young woman than his Jarl.

"Exactly," she said, not letting her voice waver. "According to your stereotypes in this wrenched city, my mixed blood shouldn't exist. As my mother lay dying after delivering me to the world, she named me that. Ironic, isn't it? I am far from an illusion."

The Dunmer man could no longer face her eyes, so kept his gaze towards the ground. When the palace went silent after a few moments, Chimera finally turned away to stand next to Ulfric again.

"Get this man out of my sight."
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Cora made her way up the stairs as quietly as she could, straining to hear anything that was happening at the top of the stairs. The last thing she needed was to walk in on the two passionately making love or something along those lines; that was definitely not on the top of her list. She wasn't sure if she would be disgusted, or if she would just sit there and let tears fall down her face. If it wasn't for Toothless, she would have turned around and left by now.

There was a glow coming from the left side of the room on top of the staircase, and Cora tilted her head around the stone wall to glimpse the Arch-Mage's quarters. It was stunningly beautiful, with masterful stone architecture, well organized furniture, and a room-dominating glowing tree with every ingredient you could think of at its base. Though from this angle, she couldn't see Cicero or Chimera.

Cora's jaw slacked at the sight before she clenched it again, striding into the room and wadding Cicero's hat nervously in her hands. "Chimera?" she whispered, "Chimera?"

"Oh. It's you." Her sultry voice rang out in the darkness from directly behind her, making the Bosmer spin on her heals. "What are you doing up?"

"The door in the Hall is locked, and I wanted to just take a stroll around the courtyard," Cora fibbed. The Dark Elf only laughed, stepping closer to her and out of the shadows. A dagger that Cora didn't even know she had was sheathed away into her thin robes.

"What were you really up to?" she questioned.

Cora felt her entire face heat up. "Toothless wanted to go outside."

Again, Chimera smiled, crossing her arms across her chest. "Hiccup said not to let him out when it's snowing. Dragons don't do well with the cold. That's why that door was locked."

Her cheeks hit a new level of burning. "Oh," she stuttered, dropping her eyes to the ground.

"So what is really on your mind?" she asked.

Cora shifted. "Where's Cicero?"

Chimera knitted her eyebrows together before letting a small smile slip onto her face, glancing briefly back at her chamber. "Asleep in bed. He sleeps pretty heavily when I'm around, otherwise he would have had the knife to your throat before me. Why?"

The elf shrugged, but blushed again. "I don't know, I was just curious with all the…" she paused, clearing her throat, "clothes…on the stairs."

Chimera chuckled before her cheeks brushed a light shade of pink unintentionally. "I told him not to do that on the stairs. It's not professional in the college with me as Arch Mage. Don't worry, I'll get it in a bit."

She stared back at Cora a little bit longer, her usually stony eyes betraying her. "Alright, what's wrong, Cora? Really."

The elf gritted her teeth together hard. "It's Hiccup…I just don't understand why he's acting this way…"

Chimera smirked. "My advice? Don't try to."

Cora knitted her eyebrows together. "I don't know if I can do that, Chimera."

The Dark Elf sighed before turning and waving Cora further into her chambers. "Why don't you have a seat and we can talk some more?"

She sighed deeply, hunching her shoulders and feeling tears in her eyes. "Only if you have some mead for me."

Chimera turned and walked towards a side table with a gentle swish of her hips. "I think that is the last thing you want. You need to keep your wits about you if you are going out to spar."

"Spar? What do you mean spar?"

She chuckled, grabbing a small slice of bread and settling into a chair, turning to face her. "That's why you wanted to go outside, isn't it? To murder someone?"

Cora's eyes widened. "How did you-" But Chimera held up a hand to silence her.

"Don't toy with me, dear. I'm a murderer too, I know how you think."

"Well then you understand why I have to go!" Cora sputtered.

"No, I understand why you have to stay. Hiccup needs you, whether he or you know it, and now more than ever. It has been a hard few weeks, full of grief and adjustment," she said. "Trust me, when I ran away from home, it was a massive change for me."

Cora stared back at her before taking a seat in front of her at the small round table, pulling a piece of cheese to her and toying with its ends. "You ran away?"

Chimera sighed. "Ya, I did. I lived a good life. A free life, full of fun and love and danger. But it was never enough. I wanted to know more about myself. So I came to the college to be more in touch with my Mer blood, found my way into Astrid's heart, met Cicero, became the Listener, and the rest is history. And I'm happy for it."

Cora nodded, still picking at her cheese and staring into it blankly. "But this isn't going to be solved with me running away from it, I know that much. He kissed me, Chimera; said he loved me," she paused, swallowing hard. "Am I not worth the effort? Sure, my father was killed, and yes, I did spend years plotting revenge, but that's not his fault, it never was. I don't blame him for it, but he blames himself."

She looked up to see Chimera smiling. "Then why don't you just tell him that?"

"I can't…he doesn't want to see me, much less figure us out…" she trailed off, a heartbroken sob threatening to escape from the back of her throat.

The room was silent for a few moments as both women sat with their heads lowered. Cora's mind drifted to places they shouldn't, condemning her optimism and questioning Hiccup's feelings for her. A red hot blanket of tingles traveled across her back and shoulders, turning to journey up her neck in the most uncomfortable of waves. She shivered, her heart dropping into her stomach like a rock.

"Men are hard, Cora, and most of the time, they are difficult to understand. Take my father for instance," she said, reminiscing and letting a bit of grief dominate her features. "Sometimes I really miss him. He was a strong independent man, but his weakness was my mother. Always was. And, trust me here, I went through plenty of broken hearts before I found Cicero, and each time I thought the world was ending when it was really just beginning again."

Cora took in a shaky breath. "So you're saying I should move on?"

Chimera sighed deeply and tilted her head back and forth uncertainly. "How would you like to kill someone, Cora?" she said, changing the subject. "I think it would help you let off some steam."

Cora scoffed. "I thought you said it would be best if I didn't go and hunt someone down."

Chimera giggled. "I know a guy, Cora. He's already dead and wouldn't mind being killed again. The sun is up now, and he is always looking for a fight."

Cora raised her eyebrows. "Um…I don't think I heard you correctly. You have a friend who is already dead?"

The Dark Elf smiled even wider before her eyes rolled back gently, replaced with eyeballs of black pigment as dark as ebony. Her face paled before she whispered two words, hissing out the syllables and muttering them to the Void.

"**_Lucien…Lachance…"_**

_"I am here, Listener. I live…again"_ a deep husky voice mumbled from the corner, causing Cora to spin around in her chair.

She felt as though she was staring at death itself, the ghostly form of a man capturing her attention and refusing to let her eyes drift off elsewhere. He wasn't particularly tall, obviously of Breton or Imperial blood, but what he lacked in height he made up for in intimidation. He was semi-transparent, yet his eyes held a kind of dark power that seeped into Cora's bones and chilled her from the inside out. His ghostly head was held high, his body stature screaming that of a skilled, intelligent, and well-practiced murderer. Then his icy humanoid voice spoke again.

_"What does my dark sister and the esteemed Listener command of me?" _he spoke coldly.

Chimera leaned back in her chair, taking a bite of her bread. "This is a friend of mine, Cora," she said. "And she wishes to kill someone. I couldn't think of a better man she could fight to the death with."

Lucian chuckled darkly before turning to look at Cora. _"The pleasure is mine. Though I will warn you, if you wish to spar a Black Hand, I do not guarantee I will not spill your Bosmer blood into the dirt."_

Cora's heart was racing, but she let a wicked grin slide onto her face, pushing Hiccup to the back of her mind. "You have yourself a deal, Mr. Lachance."
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Hiccup jolted awake, his entire body covered in a thin layer of sweat. He hadn't been sleeping well the past few nights, constantly plagued by ridiculous nightmares, but horrible visions none the less. He had dreamed about Cora's father, always having a different image in his mind. He had visions of him alive, and the monster Cora had become when she lost him. _Because of him…_

Hot flashes warped across his body, jerking bile into his throat. He dug his hands into his hair and groaned, praying to the Gods that this misery leave his body or at least make it bearable. He stared at the ceiling more than he cared to admit in the time that followed, pushing everything that he possibly could to the back of his mind. His mind was running ramped, and there was nothing that he could do.

Then everyone was running out the door of the building, the rustling capturing Hiccup's attention. He sat up in bed, his head spinning, just as one of the apprentices knocked on his door and stuck his head in.

"Um, you're Hiccup, right? Ya, I think you're girl's in a fight. In the courtyard."

"Wha, who, Cora?!" Then he was out of bed, strapping on his leg and throwing on clothes as fast as he could, mumbling something about her being hot headed under his breath. He pushed open his door and ran out into the center of the college. Sure enough, there was Cora, fighting some kind of ghost man, surrounded by cheering mages.

He furrowed his brow, pushing through the crowd to get a closer look. Many of the people were cheering, and he could vaguely hear the collision of metal on metal from the center of the college. He grunted and pushed aside another man by the shoulders, shimmying his was to the front. Then he hit the front row and was watching Cora move.

She currently had her bow out, using it more to block than anything. The man came down on her with a short dagger, but she kneeled with her bow above her head, accepting her blow. The second it hit, she kicked at his knee, letting his leg crumple. She used this opportunity to hit her head against his, sending him to the ground. She had an arrow knocked before he stood, but he was quick for her to fire, slicing the arrow out of the string and attacking her again.

He threw his dagger against her, but she simply dodged, dancing gracefully in the snow as the blade whipped past her flesh, cutting nothing but snowy air. She put her bow in her back without faltering and withdrew two short knives from her tactical belt, suddenly taking the offensive. She was whirling her arms gracefully in the air, spinning the blades around and attempting to hit him where he was weakest. He blocked her repetitive jabs with his forearms but was quickly on the retreat, the nimble elf using her size and speed against him. He swung at her neck, but she ducked, exposing his center to her. She quickly used the opportunity and stabbed him in the side.

Lucien yelped, instinctively crouching over in pain and placing a hand over his new wound. Cora didn't hesitate to strike, standing up and preforming a spinning back kick into Lucien's jaw. When he came for her again, she flipped to the side and hauled herself onto his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his neck. Tugging him backwards, she brought him to the ground, but he was quick to jab upwards and scramble free. The assassin stumbled back as Cora sprung up from the snow, prepared to strike again.

The assassin grinned darkly, crunching his jaw back into place and rubbing at his neck. _"You have spirit, young Bosmer,"_ he said, finally pulling out the ebony blade that was hanging uselessly against his hip.

Cora smiled back, far from innocent, and withdrew a shimmering frozen glass blade from her belt. "Just the way I like it."

And they were colliding again, Cora using a completely different tactic with her short one-handed glass sword to attack Lucien, the Speaker fighting back also with expert swordsmanship.

"So that's where Chillrend wandered off to," Chimera muttered, directly to Hiccup's left.

She crossed her arms as her eyes wandered to the otherwise entranced Viking, his jaw hanging slack and his eyes wide at watching Cora fight. "Where did she learn to fight like that?" he asked, his voice matching his awed expression.

Chimera chucked, looking back at the fight where Cora was doing what could only be called dancing with Lucien. She was swinging and blocking with her sword expertly, never letting it show on her face that this fight was a struggle. She was almost always smiling, enjoying every minute of the spar. "Hard to say. I've been recognizing some moves as Brynjolf's signature moves, so I'm pretty sure she learned mostly from him," she said.

Cora blocked one of Lucien's swings, blades grinding together in force. As quick as the wind, Cora twisted her wrist to send herself stepping to the side and Lucien stumbling forward. She twisted behind him and swung downward, Lucien's forward tumble just barely saving him from her what could have been a finishing blow. Chimera leaned over to Hiccup and pointed. "Like that one."

Hiccup just smiled. "She's amazing."

The Dark Elf nodded. "Oh yes she is."

Hiccup turned his head to look at her briefly. "And who is Brynjolf? I've never heard her mention him before."

"Eh," the elf shrugged. "You'll know soon enough."

Hiccup furrowed his brow. "I thought we were going to talk to Septimus. The crazy fellah with the book?"

Chimera chuckled. "Not immediately. I have some…business that needs taken care of in Riften, and I'm sure Cora will enjoy the detour."

Hiccup sighed and turned back to the fight, almost laughing when Cora threw a stereotypical punch into Lucien's face. "How did Toothless do last night?"

Chimera rolled her eyes and nodded upward towards the other side of the courtyard. "He looks fine to me."

Hiccup glanced up to find Toothless sitting slightly hidden among bodies, but none the less entranced by the fight and grunting happily, urging Cora on.

Hiccup shook his head with a grin. "You would be rooting for her, bud," he said. "But why is she fighting his guy anyway?"

Hiccup heard Cicero chuckle from behind him, making the Viking freeze. "I'm not even going to turn around. He's not there is he?"

Chimera rocked back and forth on her heals, glancing behind Hiccup then back forward. "Not anymore. He likes taking in fights from all angles."

Hiccup shivered. "Figured…"

"But she is fighting him because she was in the murderous mood last night. She tried to get out and find some pour soul to send to Sithis," she said.

Hiccup blushed, running a hand through his hair. "Ha…" he laughed nervously, grinding his teeth together. "W-why would she do that?"

Chimera shrugged. "Not sure," she lied. "I figured I'd let her have this. Lucien Lachance is already dead, so she's not hurting anyone. If it stays bundled up inside, Sithis could come out of her in the most horrible way possible."

"So this has to do with her mark?" he asked.

"Yes, and her connection to the Brotherhood," she said, a tone or two lower. "Astrid filled me in. I've been trying to figure out a way to help her."

Hiccup sighed. "How can I help?"

Chimera tore her eyes off the fight, glancing at him and raising an eyebrow. "You can start by not being a dick and stop making her want to murder people."

"What? What did I do? I made her a flight suit!" he grumbled indignantly, throwing his arms out to the side.

Chimera rolled her eyes. "Look, I know you care about her, but you need to sort yourself out. I feel like a little trip to Riften will be good for everyone."

"I don't just care about her, I love her…but her father died because of me, and that I can't face" he said sadly. "And I know she'll say it isn't my fault and try to make me feel better, but," he paused before he groaned. "I don't know, Chimera."

"I think I do, Hiccup. This goes down to much more than that event. It has to do with that Viking tradition about a woman's father, am I right?" she asked.

"I…I don't know about that, Chimera, and how do you know about Nordic traditions anyway?" he asked.

The Dark Elf shrugged, ignoring his question. "Part of the reason why we are headed south first is so you can meet Cora's…hm…'family' in a sense. Brynjolf is more of a father to her than anyone, and an old friend of mine. He's the man you're going to want to talk to."

"You really think that'll work?" he asked.

"I don't know, but it's worth a shot. Who knows? It might even help you out. And believe me when I say, her father's death shouldn't be on you," she said. "You're the Dragonborn. It's a big change and a lot to accept, but there's a lot of people counting on you to be strong."

Hiccup was about the respond when Cora yelled out, kicking Lucien's weak legs out from underneath him and finally running her blade through him, spattering herself with ectoplasm. Her face was cut in various places, her armor dirtied or spattered with Lucien's ghostly blood, and her usually neat war paint smeared across her face.

And then he was nothing, moaning and turning into a mass of glowing blue semisolid material at the hand of Cora's sword. She was breathing deeply and her red eyes burning, watching Lucien's soul return to the Void. And the crowd was cheering.

She stood up straight and sheathed her sword, dusting herself off and setting her long black hair back into place. She smiled, having enough gumption to bow slightly before the group of mages. She loved every opportunity to prove she was worth something.

As the gathering started to dissipate, she made her way over to a stunned Hiccup and a grinning Chimera.

She glanced over Hiccup and frowned, bringing her attention back to the Arch Mage. "Thanks for that," she said. "It was…refreshing."

"I figured it would be, always helps me," she said.

"And I thought I heard something about Brynjolf." Cora said, face beaming.

Chimera snuck a glance at Hiccup. "That you did. We are heading south first, I have some unfinished business in the Ratways of Riften."
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Finally, the lock gave way and Illuvitaar was able to scramble into the record's room of Palace of Kings. The elf was on a quest to find any evidence of Chimera's heritage, not wanting to believe Ancano about something so near and dear to his heart. Part of him didn't want to accept that his best girl and was lying to him for years, but the more he thought, the more plausible the situation seemed. And the more it angered him.

He crouched in the shadows of the night night, making his way over to the dusty bookshelves and locked cabinets as silently as he could manage. He drifted his fingers across the cobwebbed volumes, mostly war logs and journals carried by generals throughout the years.

But there was one book that caught his eye.

Pulling it off the shelf, he blew grime off the cover and opened it, using a dim form of magelight to ignite the first page in a glow. His heart sunk in his chest when he read the first few lines.

_"Record's log of Stormcloak Officer Chimera Bear Serara Stormcloak, born the 12th of Sun's Dusk 4E 182 to Nord Ulfric Stormcloak and Dunmer Serara Bedral; Promoted officer 22nd of Morning Star 4E 198. _

_Abandoned her command post 15th of Sun's Dawn 4E 198 upon her father's capture; rumored to have studied at the College of Winterhold, gain affiliation with the assassination group known as the Dark Brotherhood, and grow ties with the elite of the Thieves' Guild."_

_Last known location: Falkreath; 17th of Rain's Hand 4E 199."_

Illuvitaar balled his fists, the spell flickering slightly, sending light dancing across the old pages. As angry as he was, his heart was breaking, and tears were actually threaten to well up in the Altmer's eyes. "Day Dream, how could you…"
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**FUN FACT: Chimera is the youngest mage to ever be appointed to the position of Arch Mage, at age 20.**

**Chapter 32: Making it to the Guild**

Hiccup spun around, hearing the call of his name and the crunch of leaves under jogging feet from behind him.

"Sir Haddock!" a winded messenger called, waving a folded piece of yellow parchment above his head. Sweat soaked the neckline of his beige tunic and his shoes had the beginnings of holes worn into the toes. He skidded down a hill, throwing up leaves in front of his feet.

The Viking quirked an eyebrow at the man, glancing back at Chimera and Cora. He nodded his head over to him in question, but the pair simply shrugged, Cicero's hand twitching for his blade and Toothless' head cocked to the side. He glanced back.

"Sir Haddock! Message for you from the Chieftain of Berk, Stoick the Vast!" he panted, winding another thin tree in the forest of the Rift.

_Dad. _

Hiccup's eye widened, a huge grin spreading across his face and butterflies exploding in his chest. Finally. Some good news.

He met the messenger in a few quick strides, graciously nodding and accepting the letter. The messenger placed his hands on his knees, breathing deeply and whipping sweat from his forehead. "Lords almighty," he panted flamboyantly. He stood up, bending backwards and moaning. "That dang thing better be worth it." His hand was flailing in the letter's general direction.

He glanced over at Hiccup, nimble hands already through the crusting red Berk seal on the letter and vibrant green eyes scanning the page. His hands held the edges roughly, holding onto it for dear life as his only connection to home. At one point he paled slightly, glancing to the ground then back to the words, reading with a little less enthusiasm. Cora cocked her head.

"No that's fine I don't need a tip over here or anything," the man complained sarcastically.

Hiccup looked up and quickly back down to the letter one last time before folding up the letter and sticking it in his chest plate. "Oh, I'm sorry, I have some money. I just, you know, haven't heard from my dad in a while."

The man cocked his eyebrow, throwing out his hip and placing a hand on it. "If you have daddy issues, honey, that is not my job."

Hiccup's face fell. "Fine." He flicked a few septims at the man before returning to the group.

Toothless rumbled in his chest, lowering his upper half to the ground with his tail flicking up playfully. Hiccup rubbed his head and continued forward.

"We don't get to know what that was about?" Chimera prodded lightheartedly.

Hiccup continued walking without a word, and the group knew it was time to shut up and follow the Dragonborn into the city.
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"Hehe…Riften. Cicero likes Riften. Cheats and ruffians and cutthroats about. Finally! Some fun…" Cicero mumbled.

Hiccup rolled his eyes, metal foot clinking against the rough stones of the Riften streets. He had gotten used to the creepy jester and his strange gimmicks at this point, so now it was more irritating than anything. Cora led the way once they'd gotten to the gate, hood up with her head tall and unwavering. In this city she kept her red eyes on the constant alert, darting in every alley before she passed them. Her hair came to cover half of her face in shadow, and the stares she received from almost everyone in the marketplace was terrifying. They were glaring at her with more heat and intensity than the dragon that trailed behind. He didn't know which was scarier.

The Viking was stunned to realize that before the group had left for Riften, Cora had slipped inside and into her flight suit that her had made for her the days he spent in the Dark Brotherhood sanctuary. Only now was he noticing how the snug leather and fabric armor fit her like a glove, perfectly accentuating every flawless curve she had in the best way. She had combined the armor with that of pieces of her Thieves' Guild attire, the hood, boots, and belts adding to the stunning look. Chillrend still hung faithfully at her side with her bow slung along her back with the quiver of arrows. She looked like the picture perfect warrior.

Hiccup followed behind his goddess, eyes from people in the town darting to him when they finished their horrified and poisonous glances at Cora. He kept his gaze low, avoiding them as best as he could. Cora, Cicero, and Toothless followed behind him, the dark elf on her guard, the jester capering happily, and the dragon sensing the tension and poising his sleek body to strike. Despite a dragon, the Dragonborn, the Arch-Mage/Listener, and one insane court jester, Cora still received the heat.

"They uh…know you here, don't they Cora?" Hiccup asked gently, running a hand through his hair and letting his cheeks flame up.

The elf didn't slow, only turned slightly on her determined path to take the group across a rickety sloping wood bridge, hoping he didn't notice the guilt that flashed across her features. "You could say that, yes," she muttered, eyes peaking back just long enough under her armor to make Hiccup shiver.

He loved her, but in hindsight, knowing how upset he had made her, she still scared him to his bones. Almost more than traveling into a sewer full of trained thieves. Almost as much as meeting this father-figure Brynjolf. And pop the question. And that letter from his father, oh sweet Thor. He swallowed hard.

Cora kept her wits about her, feeling like a mouse tiptoeing across a trap that was bound to snap closed. By now, it was guaranteed that the Guild knew about the murder of Grelod, and also that Brynjolf would know it was her who stuck the arrow there. By the looks of it, so did the rest of the town. The elf took a calming breath as every eye turned her way.

The group wound their way through the basically floating village, Cora narrowly dodging people and buildings and proving that she knew this place like the back of her own hand. Hiccup took deep breaths as they moved, his clumsy foot breaking the silence most of the time and his stomach rising into his throat, the object in his pocket burning holes in the leather. His hand occasionally found their way in to fumble with it, toss it between the tips of his fingers and let the metal brand into his flesh. He had never been so afraid of anything in his life. His heart was beating roughly against his chest plate.

"This is our stop," Cora whispered lightly, he mouth curling into a grin. "Thieves' Guild Cistern."

Chimera was shaking her head with a smile on her face. "I'd never used anything other than the front door of the Ratway. You guys have a secret entrance?"

Cora smiled, sneaking into the doorway of a stone building with a room dominated by a coffin. Unmarked grave stones lined the dying grass in front of it, making Hiccup shiver again. Cicero giggled.

"How very innovative. Cicero could have guessed, dear Chimera. Thieves will be thieves," the jester giggled.

Chimera furrowed her eyebrows and turned to face him. "We have secret entrances too."

Cicero raised his hands to his face in excitement and jumped like a child. "Cicero knows, we have more than one! Multiple secret _entrances_!" he said, emphasizing the S to exemplify the multiplicity of entrances. "Assassins for Mother are far sneakier."

Why oh why were they here. Hiccup knew they should be after Septimus by now, not here across the province walking through a graveyard. Sweat was beading on his forehead. This is the last place he needed to be. He was the Dragonborn, he should be elsewhere.

"Toothless isn't going to fit in there," Hiccup blurted suddenly, running a hand down his neck. "I, uh, better stay out here with him."

Cora opened her mouth to respond when Cicero interrupted her. "Oh never fret, dearest Dovahkiin Dragonborn Hiccup Haddock," he reassured, bounding over to Toothless and taking his large head in his arms. "Cicero will happily stand guard right here with Toothless, oh yes he will! Cicero does not care for thieves or cramped spaces or sewers or the like. Take someone's things without killing them…and _I'm _the crazy one!" He squeezed Toothless' head, the Night Fury wiggling happily.

Hiccup grit his teeth, his heart racing again. Cora called his attention back over to the entrance. "We shouldn't stay out here in the open for too much longer," she instructed. "Find darkness to hide in, you two. I don't think the Riften guards will appreciate you running amuck. They were already twitchy seeing Toothless."

Cicero laughed, holding his stomach and throwing his head back with Toothless glancing up at him with a smile. "You do not have to ask Mother's Fool twice. I'm sure the offspring of lightening and death itself paired with humble Cicero can find a place to hide in and behave."

Hiccup grumbled, running a hand through his hair. He glanced back at Chimera through his fingers, the elf throwing a wink at Cicero and Toothless with a little thumbs up.

Oh isn't that just lovely. "You too, bud?" Hiccup hissed.

Toothless simply grinned.
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It was cold in the cistern, the stone and audible running water not providing for a particularly cozy environment. It smelled overpowering like mold and men, not something particularly enjoyable. Cora hopped of the ladder, pulling her hood down and beckoning Chimer and Hiccup in. She walked down the short hallway, flanked on either side by tables and shelves with a purpose in her pacing. She nodded wordlessly to a shadowy figure standing against the wall in the corner, eyes shrouded by a hood with an apple twirling in his nimble fingers. Hiccup quickened his pace past him.

Entering the main section of the cistern, he was amazed that this place lay underneath the streets of the city. Arches came together around the rounded cistern at a hole in the ceiling, most likely a well, from which light spilled in and illuminated the room. Four crossing paths arched over a central pool, the entire building filled with waterfalls, beds, a massive statue of a woman, and a large desk with assorted paperwork scattered across the top.

"Soil my britches, if it isn't my little girl," a balding man said affectionately, grunting and pushing himself up from his seat at a creaky wooden table. He had a massive smile on his face as he approached the elf.

"Delvin," she grinned in return, clasping her small hand with his. He placed his other over it and shook her entire arm, tears welling in his eyes.

"Oh we aren't bloody fences," he explained, yanking her into a hug and slapping a hand on her back. She balled a fist and smacked his shoulder, feeling more than at home. "You are family here. You look stunning in that get up there, Cora."

"You have some serious balls coming back here after that stunt, lass," a stern voice called to Cora. Delvin immediately let go of the nimble elf as she spun to face to approaching man.

Hiccup turned his head for his eyes to land on Brynjolf, a huge man with shoulder-length ginger hair well over a head taller than the Viking. He had a burning look in his auburn eyes that could turn any man into stone and any woman to jelly.

And he was pacing right towards Cora with a glare that could be described none other than fatherly scolding. Hiccup's mouth formed into a hard line.

Suddenly Chimera's mouth was at his ear. "Sorry to confirm your hunch here, but that's Bryn."

Hiccup sighed. "And you've just destroyed any hope I have of getting out of here alive."

She swatted his arm. "He's not stupid enough to kill the Dragonborn, come on."

"Yeah but that guy could look at Alduin and kill him."

"You give him too much credit."

Hiccup turned to face her, pushing the hair out of his eyes and turning his back on Brynjolf now addressing Cora and Delvin. "You want to know what that letter from my dad said?"

Chimera remained silent and shrugged. "You seemed so upset. I didn't pry."

Hiccup sighed. "My cousin stepped down as Chief. Politics were going south and he figure it was easier to just worry about his new wife Ruffnut and his daughter. He wants me back there to take his place."

"And I'm upset here…why?" Chimera questioned, crossing her arms.

Hiccup blushed, looking over his shoulder before leaning in. "Because he expects me to take a wife. From a neighboring tribe. And he has one in mind. An arranged marriage for the good of the tribe."

Chimera's eyes widened and she glanced at the ground before shaking her head. "Well Valenwood is neighboring, isn't it?"

Hiccup groaned. "Technically, yes, but I don't think he planned for me to marry an elf."

The dark elf chuckled. "Yeah, join the club. Because everyone will definitely approve of my marriage to Cicero."

The Viking quieted and glanced back at her. "You two getting married?" Hiccup asked. "Well…um…congratulations?"

She scoffed, shaking her head before rubbing her temples with her fingers. "We are, what a wonderful time that will be," she said sarcastically. "And if I have the guts to marry that insane murderous little jester, I know you can follow your heart and at least present your mundr to Brynjolf for Cora's hand."

"But we are talking about my father here."

Chimera chuckled. "I could tell you the exact same thing."
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"What were you thinking, lass?" Brynjolf scolded, pointing a finger in her direction and storming towards her with than intimidating walk reserved for serious screw-ups.

The elf held her head up to him. "In killing Grelod? I'm here visiting and in one piece and you're concerned about Grelod?"

"Of course I'm happy to see you, Cora, but I can't ignore the fact that business is hurting because of your little savior stunt. Maven thinks we have some sort of involvement, bringing murder into our agenda and you know well's as I do that it can't be good for our image, lass," Brynjolf ranted.

Cora narrowed her eyes and glared up at the Nord, holding her own. "I was going to leave, Bryn. I do listen, I was going to follow your advice."

Brynjolf opened his eyes, feigning astonishment and placed balled fists on his hips. "Oh were you now? Then how come that old Hagraven still got one of your arrows in her chest?"

Cora looked away. "Fine."

"Fine?" Brynjolf ran a hand through his hair. "Fine is not an answer, lass."

"Because she was about to strike a little girl! Slap her right in the face. And my arrow was right there. Happy now?" She kept her gaze at the ground.

Brynjolf sighed, licking his lips. He pinched the bridge of his nose before pulling Cora into a tight hug. "I love you, lass, I just don't want to see you hurt."

"I'm not 17 years old anymore, Bryn," she mumbled into his shoulder.

He kissed the top of her head. "Not to me, you aren't."

Delvin cleared his throat loudly, his fist next to his mouth. "Pretty sure we have a few guests there, Bryn."

He groaned, reluctantly letting go of Cora and turning around to face Chimera and Hiccup. The Dark Elf waved with a small grin, elbowing a pale Viking in the chest and forcing a small wave out of him as well.

"Well, where are my manners. Welcome, Chimera, great to see you again, lass." He took her hand and clasped her shoulder. He raised his head to gaze at Hiccup.

He smiled widely, stalking over to him in two massive strides, grabbing the lean Viking by his shoulders, and giving him a good raddle. "Ah! Good lad. You must be Hiccup Haddock, the Dragonborn."

Hiccup took a deep shaky breath. "Erm, yes, Brynjolf sir, that would be me."

He laughed. "Brynjolf sir? Drop the sir, lad. You are welcome here with honor."

_Maybe I won't die today_.

"Come again, lad?" Brynjolf asked, letting go of his shoulders and plopping him back down on his one good foot and letting him teeter one metal.

Chimera's face was in her hand.

"I uh…nothing, Brynjolf, nothing at all. Heh…" Hiccup sputtered, running a hand through his hair and loosening the chest plate of his flight suit around his neck.

Brynjolf narrowed his eyes. "Right…well-"

"I would like a word with you later, if I may, Brynjolf…sir. I mean. Not sir…yeah I'm just going to quit while I'm ahead here…" the Viking finished.

"I hear a few new voices out here," a light angelic voice sounded from behind Brynjolf.

Second in command moved to the side, letting Hiccup gaze upon the guild master, a beautiful and tall Altmer woman. She had soft but fierce hazel eyes, alert of everything around her and taking in everything at once. Her long blonde hair was tied back in a neat bun, all business and no play. She clasped her hands behind her back, features slightly tinted with age placing her in her late thirties. Regardless of her age, her sleek and slender build constricted by dark grey thief's armor was still undeniably youthful. She stared down at Hiccup.

"Ah, Dragonborn. We have been waiting for you to pop by the Thieves' Guild, after we heard you were traveling with Cora. I am the master of this Guild," she announced. "Aporia Frey at your command, Hiccup Haddock." She bowed lightly.

"Aproria, pleasure," he bowed his head in return. "Aporia…is that name-"

"Latin, with Greek origins, its definition being an impossible decision or undeniable contradiction within a philosophical argument," she answered flatly, as if she had rehearsed the line.

Without awaiting his response, she turned to Chimera. Both elves suddenly had a flare in their eyes beyond compare. "Chimera Stormcloak," she addressed her, poison in her voice.

"Lilliana Sillinlock," she nodded in return.

"It is Aporia Fr-"

"That is not your name."

The Altmer raised her head, her hands tightening against her lower back. "I would watch your tongue, you Grey-Skin Snow-Back. You are a guest in my cistern. Best remember that."

Chimera's hands began to glow orange, her eyes beginning to reflect shadows surfacing from deep within the Void. Her voice was easily five octaves deeper as she spoke, the voice of Sithis coming through and layering into her own. "I am here to discuss business with Delvin Mallory, nothing more and nothing less."

Aporia was not fazed. "He shall speak with you, I simply request that keep your half-bred tongue neatly in your mouth. And to keep Sithis contained to the Void; he is not welcomed here." She turned around to leave, throwing up her hood to cover her face.

"Look how far you've fallen. What shame your father must feel," Chimera hissed.

The Altmer froze in her tracks and glanced backwards. "I might as say the exact same thing. We are but false queens of our own worlds. I am not perfect, but I am not my mistakes. What are you, Chimera?"

The Dunmer knew when she should shut her mouth.

**And there you have it! Not too much action but a lot of set up for interesting things to come! Please favorite review and all that jazz**

**NOTES:**

****A mundr is part of Norse tradition, and is a present presented specifically to the father of the bride from the husband in order to ask for her hand in marriage.**

****Grey-Skin is a derogatory term for the Dunmer, or Dark Elves**

****Snow-Back is a derogatory term for the Nords**
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**Chapter 33: Chats**

"Is there something you're itching to tell me, lad?" Brynjolf chuckled, swinging an arm around the young Viking.

He instinctively tightened up his shoulders and hobbled next to the man as he was pulled off in the direction of a corner table. Hiccup cracked a nervous lopsided grin. "Uh…not quite the itch that you're thinking of, I don't think."

He practically picked Hiccup up and placed him in one of the wooden chairs, spinning to take the seat across from him. The chair struggled under his weight, creaking as he sat. It was incredible to Hiccup that this hunkering piece of finely sculpted Nord could ever be the slightest bit stealthy, much less become second in command in a guild of thieves. And deal with that stone cold Aporía Frey.

He threw up two fingers, glancing over his shoulder and making eye contact with another one of the thieves with a husky chuckle. The Bosmer in a brown hood rolled his eyes before sauntering off into the Flagon.

Realizing the significance of the gesture towards the man who looked like Cora, Hiccup waved a dismissive hand. "Oh, I don't drink," he explained.

Brynjolf placed his elbows on the table and smiled. "Well today you do, lad."

Hiccup leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingers on the table, glancing around. "Fair enough…I guess." The last thing he needed to do was disagree remotely with Bryn before he even popped the question. Oh lords, his head was spinning.

Bryn only laughed again, louder this time and glanced at his mead that the elf had returned with. He glanced up at the Bosmer and mouthed a thank you before accepting the two tankards, sliding one across the uneven surface to Hiccup. Focusing on coordinating the cup with his hand, he caught it neatly in his grip, the fumes of fermented barley and honey catching in his nose. The amber liquid bubbled as he stared into it before staring back into the eyes of Brynjolf. His stomach turned.

Well. Better now than never. He cleared his throat and puffed out his chest. "Brynjolf, I have come here-"

"I accept," he interrupted, tipping back his head and gulping down his mead, Adam's apple bobbing against his rough swallows.

"Erm…you, you accept? You have no idea what I was even going to ask."

The Nord smacked the empty tankard against the table, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand and spreading sweet mead through his coarse hairs. "Oh course I did, lad. And I accept."

Hiccup's hand was out in confusion and he narrowed his eyes. "Um…well okay. I am a fine blacksmith and I was, in return, going to offer my services to the guild as a mundr."

Brynjolf smacked his hand down on the table. "A mundr is so royally traditional, lad. Do I look traditional to you?" He leaned in.

"Um…" Hiccup's hand tightened around the mug. "No, sir. I mean yes. Not sir. Wait…no. No you do not."

Brynjolf stood up. "Then why are we still talking about this?"

Hiccup rose as well, gaining some courage in his bones and somehow balancing on his uneven feet. "So I may take Cora as my wife? I am the son of a Chieftain and the Dragonborn, her life will be a dangerous one."

Brynjolf smiled and laid a hand on his shoulder. "Now that's the man my Cora needs to marry. Stand tall, lad, because I see no better suitor fit for her hand. I am proud to call you my son."

Hiccup smiled, laying a hand on top of Bryn's and nodding in recognition.

Bryn smiled. "Welcome to the cozy little family."
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Delvin raised an eyebrow at Chimera, swaying the amulet he held in his hands back and forth. The Dark Elf absentmindedly surveyed her fingers. "So? What value does it have to it?"

The old thief's eyes darted back to the necklace before he balled it in his fist. He shook his head. "Where oh where did you get this?" he paused, "Don't answer. I don't want to know." He swatted the air as if to keep the knowledge away somehow.

"It's Brotherhood business," the elf responded.

"Fair enough, Chimera. You were always good at making friends all over, weren't you?"

"You might say that," the elf shrugged. All business and no play.

Delvin lifted the amulet back up to look at it in the dim light, metallic shimmers dancing across his face. "Well this is an amulet of the Emperor's Elder Council. Specifically crafted for each member. Worth a small fortune. Ain't somethin' you'd give up lightly," he said. He sighed and handed the amulet back to Chimera. "Look, it ain't my business to tell the Dark Brotherhood its business, but if you killed a member of the Elder Council, you'd better belie-"

"Will you buy it?" Chimera blurted, holding it back out to him.

"Buy it? This? An Elder Council amulet?" Delvin let his eyes travel lovingly down the jeweled necklace before he let a wide smile break onto this face. "Oh yes. Oh yes, indeed."

With a chuckle he removed a tattered and folded piece of paper from his pocket. At seeing what he was reaching for and unfolding, Chimera frowned. "I can't accept that letter of credit for Astrid, Delvin…" she trailed, placing a hand on his forearm.

He stared up her hand before up to her, the note still in his hands and his eyes alert, searching her features. She dropped her gaze. His eyes widened.

"Oh…I um…yes I see," he muttered, slowly folding the paper into his pocket more gingerly than when he took it out, eyes never leaving the elf's face in a desperate attempt to search for answers.

Chimera dropped her arm to her side and glanced back up, red eyes flashing. "I run the Brotherhood now. Nazir, Cicero, Babette, and a few other new recruits. Out of Dawnstar."

"Falkreath was compromised?" he asked somberly. She failed to mention working with more than a few brothers and sisters.

Chimera took a deep breath, pocketing the amulet and crossing her arms across her chest. She shifted her weight nervously. "Astrid…she was hoping that by giving the Listener to Maro, they could provide the Brotherhood protection so that she could leave. Return to her home on Berk with Hiccup. She divulged information to the agents and they double-crossed her, capturing me in the process for trade. Cicero managed to escape and find Cora, those two freeing me from the agents. But I was…I was too late to save Astrid. Very few of us survived."

"This ain't your fault, Chimera. Astrid had to have known what she was getting into." Delvin's eyes glanced across the cistern to rest on Hiccup, now chatting lightly with Brynjolf. "He's carrying her axe."

Chimera furrowed her brow and glanced over her shoulder. "I had no idea that was hers."

Delvin exhaled sharply, massaging his forehead with his fingers before looking back at the Dunmer. "Hers from Berk. I had only seen it once before."

"What is the story between those two anyways?" Chimera asked, cocking her head. "Astrid filled me in as far as Cora's father's death being due to his threat against Hiccup, but nothing much more than that."

Delvin shrugged. "No harm in telling you now, I guess. Those two were to be married when she was capture by dragon hunters here in the province. The Blades. She stayed here getting close to Arnbjorn and the Brotherhood. Gallus sent me there 'cause of a robbery gone sour when I first started as a thief. Got to know her. Course I came back here, but I never forgot."

Chimera placed a hand against his cheek tenderly, and surprisingly he leaned into her touch. "I am very sorry, Delvin…no one regrets the course of action greater than myself."

He swallowed hard, holding back what had to be tears. "You speak like a diplomat. Like a commander. A leader. One day the Gods will shine on you, my dear."

She scoffed, prepping a witty and sarcastic reply to hide how true that statement was. "If only it were possible."

Delvin glanced back up into her eyes, and she let Sithis briefly shine through into his own, her red irises changing to inky black.

The old man only chuckled. "One day. You'll see."
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"Bryn didn't even mention to me a change in leadership," Cora commented, coming to lean against the stone cold wall next to Vex.

"Yeah, you've missed a lot, kiddo. Aporía was peeved she missed your visit the last time you were here," the blonde thief replied.

"Lilliana is what I remember her as. Mercer's wife. Why Aporía? And where's that guy anyways?" the Bosmer asked. "He owes me a drink."

Vex inhaled and sighed dramatically. "Remember Karliah?"

Cora grit her teeth. "She murdered Gallus, how could I forget."

Vex snapped her fingers, pointing her index at the elf and shaking her head. "Ah, see that's where you're wrong. Yah-di-yaddi-yah, stuff happens, then BOOM, Lilliana finds one of Gallus' old journals and was able to translate it. Turns out Mercer, Gallus, and Karliah were all Nightingales for Nocturnal, or something. Stuff of legend. It was Mercer who killed Gallus."

Cora's thin brows knitted together. She shook her head, breaking her gaze from Hiccup still chatting with Bryn. "Wait, Mercer killed Gallus?"

Vex nodded, eyes straight forward. "Then framed Karliah, just because he was pissed about their little affair. He was going to leave Lilliana for Karliah the second Gallus was out of the picture. Used her as a scape goat to steal all of our loot with a skeleton key and damn the Guild. Lilliana brought it back to its former glory."

"Still didn't answer my question, Vex," Cora prodded.

"Well in order to restore the blessing, Lilliana had a choice. It was either pursue Mercer and kill him for the good of the guild, or let him live, run away, and doom us all. She chose the ladder."

Cora let her red eyes fall to the ground. "Aporía Frey…" she muttered. "An impossible decision…It was become a widow or doom the organization she loved."

"Obviously she chose the guild, as was the blatant choice. Put on this new hard-ass persona, changed her name, runs us rough and thin but like a pro. She's her husband but better."

"The rest of the Guild is just alright with this?"

Vex shrugged. "Took a little getting used to. Messed Bryn up bad, Delvin took some of the pain from the guy. It was hard for all of us."

Cora shook her head. "Sounds like it would be. I liked Mercer."

Vex snorted. "I like money more. Trust me kid, we're in a better place."

"Ah, same old Vex."

The blonde Nord turned to face her. "And yet not the same Cora. What gives?"

The Bosmer glanced away and took a deep breath. Rather a statement than in a question she said "What are you talking about, Vex."

"Oh please. You're prancing around with a Listen of the Dark Brotherhood and the Dragonborn who just happened to ask for your hand in marriage. And killed a dragon, from the chatter I hear around the Rift."

Cora frowned. "Well I did kill a dragon. But, you know, if he wasn't so obvious about it you could have ruined the surprise."

"If I had ruined anything I would have been incredibly disappointed at your loss of vigilance. Guild members do not do surprises."

The elf glanced away. "No," she hesitated. "No, I knew."

"I am highly disappointed that I was able to take this off of you just now though," Vex said with a sly grin on her face, holding up a small tattered book.

Cora's jaw dropped and she reached for a dagger at her side. "Vex, damn you to Sithis," she hissed. "That belongs to me."

Vex glanced at it and raised an eyebrow, pinching it between her thumb and forefinger. "And I'm sure you could have that done too, damn me to Sithis," she muttered with a grin.

Cora's eyes watched it as it swayed, fire in her eyes. Vex stared back deviously. "Maybe you haven't gotten used to the dips and grooves of that fancy suit yet. Where'd you get this fine scripture?" she giggled.

"That's none of your business," she clamped her hand around the dagger's handle, but Vex was not fazed. She proceeded to turn to the first page, flipping past the plain cover.

"_How to Please the Man You Love, by __Torara Star-Fingers," _she read out loud, making the elf blush and glance around to see if anyone was listening. Vex threw her head back and laughed, turning the page. "_Men desire a partner willing to do anything to make sure they are happy. Always provide your man with physical companionship. Each night if you are able."_

Cora spun around, bringing her leg up to kick the book out of Vex's grip, but the nimble thief leaned back without taking her eyes off the book. She flipped to a random page and continued reading as the elf lurched forward again. Once again she leaned to the side and avoided the charge.

_"Make yourself ready prior to entering the bedchambers. Women need more time before we are fully aroused and prepared for penetration while men do not like waiting. See chapter 7 for personal pleasure details," _she paused,glancing over the pages. _"_Ooo, chapter 7, Cora," Vex laughed.

Cora swung an arm at her, Vex managing to block it with her forearms. "Stop this behavior, you are going to attract attention."

The woman in question was fuming, vision too red to care about the eyes on her. "I don't give a damn. That is none of your business, Vex, and I would much like to have my book back," she threatened through grit teeth.

Vex eyed her carefully, taking in her blushing cheeks and shaking nerves in her stance, not to mention the blood lust she saw growing in her dangerous eyes. She glanced over her shoulder to see Hiccup and Brynjolf watching them carefully, on edge, questioning what would come next. Hiccup's green eyes were full of terror, Bryn's directly on Vex wordless warning her to back down.

She looked back down at Cora, shrugging and closing the book before handing it back to the elf. She snatched it back as soon as it was offered and instantly replaced it back in her flight suit's overlapping armor plates, smoothing it down and making sure it was well hidden.

"I always knew you were a virgin," Vex whispered, leaning into her pointed ear.

She glanced back, meeting her icy eyes. "Go to Oblivion, Vex," Cora growled, inches away from her face.

"Oh kiddo, I tease," she said, pulling back slightly. "Just maybe don't lie to the people you call family." And with that she clasped her on her shoulder, and walked away.
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Cora was having trouble looking Hiccup in the eye after they left the Guild and headed North for Septimus' outpost caked in ice. Chimera had had her dealings with Delvin, Hiccup walked away from Brynjolf with a newly revived dorky grin, and she had gotten the background on Aporía.

But the thought of Vex's little stunt with her book made her blood boil.

Hiccup strode ahead with Toothless at his side, Cicero astride him happily, and Cora hanging behind with Chimera. After they had stayed the night tucked into the spare beds of the cistern with Toothless and Cicero finding shelter in the alleyways, they headed out early. The group was now making their way through ice fields, boots saturated in freezing sea water and having to dodge fat horkers that slumped along the banks.

"So what's your deal with Frey?" Cora asked, turning her head away from Hiccup and towards the Dark Elf.

Chimera's eyes flashed dangerously. "You mean Sillinlock?" She scoffed. "War buddies."

Cora frowned. "You didn't seem remotely like friends."

Chimera turned towards her, eyes glancing up, red iris meeting red iris. "How do you know her, Cora?"

"Widow of the boss, apparently. Mercer Frey."

"Ah." Chimera's hands glowed. "Of course it's Mercer."

The Bosmer narrowed her eyes. "What's your deal with him?"

For what it was worth, Cora liked Mercer. He was always hard on her and gave Brynjolf a bad break for taking a runt off the street, sure, but in the end he taught her numerous skills she'd be dead without. She didn't like hearing the developments from Vex, as much as the Guild was revitalized after his death. She still wasn't sure he actually did kill Gallus. Especially over Karliah.

"You have to be a special kind of stupid to not have picked up on the fact that I am Ulfric Stormcloak's daughter," Chimera said.

Cora nodded. "And from what I hear they have gained significant ground. There's talk that the war is ending."

"Well that is irrelevant," she responded, voice hallow. "Before I left the army, I was an Officer for the Stormcloaks."

"You were so young…"

"I was 16, yes," she smiled nostalgically. "Still have my cuirass kicking around somewhere, I'm sure. Not like it will fit. But I was the big secret, being the love child of Ulfric and a Dunmer, until everyone figured it out by how fast I climbed the ranks. They just assumed me a product of rape.

It was the last battle I was in, before I ran for it like a coward. My father was captured by the Imperials and I assumed he would die by their hand. Somehow he is still alive. Liliana was one of the capturing officers. Her father was the one later to come and wreak havoc on the College of Winterhold. Ancano murdered plenty of my friends and the Arch Mage before me. Ancano," she spat. "He's the one we have held up in the Midden."

"Talos…" Cora murmured, balling and un-balling her fists against the cold of the North.

She shrugged. "Biased opinion. Mercer served his time in the Legion before he met Liliana, leading him to train with the Thalmor and get close to them. He fell out of ranks when Illuvitaar did, getting involved with the Guild. And I'm sure you know the rest, my dear."
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"From one love-struck fool to another, Hiccup Haddock Chief Dovahkiin," Cicero leaned in and whispered, "Wives love attention. Hehe. And _murders_."

Hiccup swatted at the jester. "I don't think Cora would appreciate me going to murder someone, but thanks for the advice."

Cicero sat back up on Toothless and chuckled darkly, raising a knowing ginger eyebrow. "Or so the Viking thinks."

Hiccup twirled around, trudging comically through the ice backwards. "And why do you say wife?"

"Well you asked Ms. Moonbrooke for her hand, did you not? Soon to be Mrs. Haddock?" He laughed. "Cicero may be a fool, but he is not actually a _fool_!"

The Viking turned around and slumped his shoulders forward, an exaggeration of his displeasure. "It was Chimera, wasn't it?"

"Oh!" Cicero shouted, pointing a finger in the air and standing straight in Toothless' stirrups. "There are very few things the Listen keeps away from her precious Court Jester Cicero, very few indeed. And Cicero is very concerned about this letter from your father, hm?"

Hiccup through his hands up and scoffed. "Can a man not have his secrets?"

"Oh no no no! Cicero wants to help, he does!"

He grumbled. "And how are you supposed to help, Cicero?"

The jester looked down at his hands and fidgeted. "Well…he does not know really. He does not know what to do right this exact moment except to see someone crazier than Cicero, Septimus Signus."

Hiccup had never heard the jester so saddened, so helpless or so broken. When he removed his jester's hat to wring it in his hands, the Viking's heart beat faster.

"Cicero just knows that Hiccup Haddock Chief Dovahkiin should follow his heart. If he loves dearest Cora, he should marry her without regards to his father. Cicero knows Ulfric Stormcloak will not love him, as if to say he loved my darling beautiful Listener to begin with. The Listener deserves more than humble Cicero," he muttered, putting his face in his hands.

"Hey," Hiccup consoled, placing his hand on the jester's knee astride Toothless. "You two marauders are perfect together. In a sadistic, creepifying, horrible way."

"That is why Cicero says marry Cora, Hiccup Haddock. Marry dearest Cora and worry about your father later. If he loves you, he will understand, and not attempt to send your soul to Mother. Not worry so much about her father. It was not The Dragonborn's fault. Sounded to Cicero like Astrid's."

Hiccup's mouth formed into a hard line. "You know you're braver than me, Cicero."

Cicero's amber eyes moved up to meet Hiccup's, something unknown shining through his irises and tears welling up in their stone. "I am not brave. I am scared."

"That's it!" Chimera called out, boots squashing loudly in the frigid water as she jogged in front of the trio, pointing at a rickety wooden door flanked by two small lit torches. It opened to what seemed to be a small mound of ice, looking less than hospitable.

She ran up to the door, it barely coming up to her waist. She leaned over and cocked her head examining it, hands on her hips. She beckoned the group over.

Facing the door again, her eyes glowed blue for a moment, robes flowing as if their air was liquid and her hands out in front of her. She lowered them after mutter a few worlds into nothing. "Clairvoyance spell. This is the place. Septimus is right down there."

Hiccup swallowed hard, cracking his knuckles and rolling his head on his shoulders. He jumped up and down a few times, shaking out his hands and puffing out his cheeks as he exhaled.

Cora couldn't help but laugh at his antics. "You look great," she said without thinking. "And we'll be right behind you, Dragonborn."

Hiccup glanced back and smiled beside himself. He hadn't really looked at her since they had left the Guild, marriage and his father's instructions on his mind. But he just could not help by smile. Maybe Cicero was right.

For a moment nothing else mattered. The dull ice and people around them were black and white, his love's olive skin and flaming red eyes the only things in color. She was beautiful. From that day he woke up to the cold hard terror that was her tied to him on the wagon, he had been hooked. It made so much sense, everything did. She was the young believing they are wise, the scared feigning bravery, and the powerless feeling power they didn't know they had. She was everything that echoed him and completed him. She made him better.

He forgot his father and her father, Astrid and Alduin blending into the background of his mind as she dominated the forefront. Nothing else mattered. This was between him and her. Putting guilt, past love, violence, the Void, and pain behind them, he knew they had something special. And he would die before he allowed anyone to get in the way of that again. No memories, no servants, _reality_.

And she had his back.

Turning away with a confident smile, Hiccup pushed past Chimera and reached for the door. "Let's get us an Elder Scroll."

**Thanks for reading! It means a lot to me and I hope you have enjoyed. I love being back in the game. ^^**

**Please favorite, follow, and leave a review, or even send me a message! **


	34. Chapter 34: Climbing the Ranks

**Hello! Earth to FanFiction! I have finally got my butt around to updating this thing, for those of you still following this story. If you are, thank you! It really does mean the world to me. Anyways, LOTS of wonderful stuff happens in this chapter, remember, they have just wandered into the lair of Septimus in order to find out more about the elder scrolls. Enjoy! Read and review, as per the usual.**

**FUN FACT: Cora was trained to be a hunter by her father, her combat skills by Brynjolf, but she was initially trained to be a dancer by her mother.**

**Chapter 34: Climbing the Ranks**

With Toothless standing watch outside of the ice shack, the four descended the creaking ladder into the depths. With every squeak of the ancient wood, Hiccup winced, swearing he heard laughter every time. The voice chilled him more than the icy walls.

Hiccup couldn't stop thinking about what Cicero had said. For once, the completely insane Keeper had a point. And he was right. If he really loved Cora, he should do everything in his power to follow his heart and marry her, regardless of the fact that his father already expected so much of him to have gone through the trouble of already finding him a wife.

He grit his teeth, almost groaning out loud. He meant it when he had said Cicero was far braver than him.

A chanting interrupted his thoughts. "Dig, Dwemer, in the beyond! I'll know your lost unknown and rise to your depths!"

Hiccup pressed against the ice wall, trying to control his breathing. Cora crouched, becoming slightly transparent and very hard to see as flames erupted into Chimera's hands, making the frozen walls around her sweat. Hiccup ached to listen for another eerie outburst, but the cavern was silent. He felt a hand lightly and caressingly land on his shoulder.

He turned, eyes meeting Cicero's, full of derange and blood thirst, but they had never been more comforting. He held a gloved finger to his lips, wordlessly telling him to keep quiet. Hiccup nodded silently, instinctively trusting his intentions. The jester's hand slid away from his shoulder and fingered his belt, soundlessly drawing a thin, curved, and shimmering blade. He twirled it once in his grasp before his eyes flicked to Chimera.

She nodded quickly at him, arching her neck towards the hall and mouthing a word to him Hiccup didn't catch. All business and no play, Cicero mouthed the same one back. _Alive_.

Hiccup shivered as he watched the assassins move, the pair of them slinking like shadows down the corridor. He couldn't hear them, even if he concentrated, only the ringing of the emptiness. Once they had made the turn around the bend, Hiccup attempted to follow, realizing only his clanking metal leg was louder than he remembered it being. Trying to imagine himself fifty pounds less, he stuck to the walls and made his way into the outpost.

"When the top level was built, no more could be placed. It was and is the maximal apex!" the shrill voice let out again, this time closer, echoing more than traveling.

Rounding the last corner, Hiccup saw the sneaky trio overlooking a spacious room, a curved ice path jutting from the walls and spiraling down into the center. The closer he got, the more he realized a large portion of the cave was dominated by a gigantic metal object, covered with intricate designs, cracked metalwork, and huge golden rings adorned with rounded blue gems. It looked like a huge puzzle box. A figure cloaked in from head to toe in a navy blue robe was on his knees, holding his hands up with his head angled down, chanting at the puzzle box. He was trembling.

Cicero eyed Chimera, her eyes darting around the cavern in an attempt to form the best plan, scouting every inch of pathway for one best to Septimus. He lightly leaned in to kiss her temple, burning red irises turning to meet his. Their heat didn't seem to alter his focus, but rather make it sharper. He traced a path down the ridge and leading to behind the one bookshelf with his eyes, turning back to her for her approval. Pressing her lips closer together, she lit her hands with soft-burning flame and nodded. Cicero raised his dagger.

"Well hey there!" Hiccup called, breaking the silence.

Chimera's heart skipped a beat in her chest, head whipping up to see Hiccup's hands cupped around his mouth, a goofy smile on his face. Her blood boiled with rage, her fire burning hotter and her eyes going inky black with connection to the Void.

But Cora stood next to him, eyeing Chimera knowingly, acknowledging eyes putting hers at ease.

The Dark Elf softened, lowering her hands and standing up out of a crouched stance. The blackness subsided, and she turned to face Septimus. She glanced back at Cora once more, the Woof Elf nodding in response. "Septimus! It's Chimera! How are you doing?"

Cicero stood up as well, grumbling and sheathing his dagger. He clasped his hands over his head, smooshing his striped hat down over his eyes. "Is Cicero the only one who knows stealth attacks are supposed to be stealthy?"

Chimera giggled as Hiccup and Cora began trotting down the pathway towards Septimus. She turned towards Cicero and adjusted his hat before cradling his cheek in one hand, pecking his forehead. "Astrid warned us he was different. I say we let the Dragonborn handle his own dealings."

She glanced down, Septimus shakily standing up as Cora helped him, hands outstretched towards Hiccup.

"But Cicero and his Listener had the perfect plan! Dearest sweet Chimera would heat the metal and her humble Keeper would even get to do a backflip! And Septimus would be ours! Ho ho! Such a good plan!"

Chimera smiled, seeing Hiccup guiding Septimus to a chair, the old man glancing up and waving at the Dark Elf. She gave a curt nod back at him, and he grinned before returning his attention back to Hiccup and Cora. "It was a good plan," Chimera said, turning back to Cicero. "But I think his is better."
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Hiccup took a deep breath. It wasn't until Cora nudged his side in silent support had he gotten up the courage to go along with his plan. Talking to Septimus, no matter how insane, was always the goal. He needed to know all he could about that Elder Scroll, and he worried that the intimidating and possibly life-threatening plan the murderers had in mind would not have worked to their advantage. He may have relayed misguided information, or purposefully lead the group astray if they had acted hostile. They had everything to gain and he had nothing to lose.

Besides, Septimus was far from frightening. Granted, his odd chanting were unnerving to say the least, but he was only isolated and obsessed; obsessed with something other than murders, as Hiccup kept reminding himself. And he got along with mad murderers just fine.

The old man stared up at him, a wide smile on his face with almost childlike wonder, like he couldn't remember the last time he had seen another person. He had a greying unkempt beard and rough callused skin and on the skinnier side, as if he made a habit of only eating every few days. Yet his eyes were still bright. They were gleaming, wanted to explore and understand the world, and were completely devoid of any dull hue. Hiccup smiled sadly back.

"When the level was built, no more could be placed. It was and is the maximal apex, you know," he began, pointing a finger up for emphasis.

"Yes yes, we heard you, Septimus," Cora responded, patting his shoulder.

Hiccup cocked his head, never having seen Cora quite this delicate, especially with another person. He tucked it to the back of his mind to ponder later.

The old man nodded, patting her hand. "What is this talk about Chimera being here? To see Septimus?"

"I'm here," she responded, suddenly right behind Hiccup's chair with Cicero glued to her side.

"Ah! My dear Septimus didn't see you there," he marveled, eyeing her up and down in wonder. "My have you grown since I've seen you last! What has it been, a year?"

Chimera's eyes darted to the ground. "At least four, Septimus."

He looked taken aback, glancing at the table with rapidly darting eyes, as if trying to rationalizing his thoughts. "I see…why have you come now?"

Hiccup leaned forward. "Well we had heard you know about Elder Scrolls."

The man in blue robes immediately straightened and smiled again, forgetting everything from the previous conversation and only focusing on the one at hand. "Elder Scrolls. Indeed!" he exclaimed. "The Empire. They absconded with them. Or so they think. The ones they say. The ones they thought they saw…I know of one. Forgotten…sequestered."

Cora looked up at Hiccup, breath caught in her throat. Hiccup's heart was racing. Chimera leaned forward to flatten a palm again his cracking old table. This may be their chance.

He suddenly curled his otherwise wild arms in towards himself, looking down at his feet. "But I cannot go to it, not poor Septimus, for I…I have arisen beyond its grasp…" he sighed. The insanity was returning to his eyes. His breathing increased slightly.

Chimera broke the silence before he could slip away. "So where is the Scroll, Septimus?"

He looked back up, grinning deviously. "Here…"

Cora knitted her eyebrows together. He glanced back at her before changing his answer slightly. "Well, here as in this plane. Mundus. Tamriel. Nearby, relatively speaking."

Cicero scratched his head. "And Cicero thinks he is a fool, but Septimus believes all of Tamriel is close. Who is the fool this day? Not Cicero."

Septimus eyed Cicero. "On the cosmological scale, it's all nearby." The jester rolled his eyes.

"So can you help us retrieve this Elder Scroll?" Hiccup asked, trying as best as he could to focus the conversation.

"One block lifts the other. Septimus will give you what you want, but you must bring him something in return."

The heir to Berk narrowed his eyes, trying as best as he could to convince the man otherwise. "What do you want?"

"You see this masterwork of the Dwemer? Deep inside their greatest knowings…" he said, gesturing to the massive ornate box. "Septimus is clever among men, but he is but an idiot child to the dullest of the Dwemer. Lucky they left behind their own way of reading the Elder Scrolls. In the depths of Blackreach one yet lies."

Chimera grit her teeth, Cora rolled her eyes, and Cicero groaned. "Blackreach?" the jester complained.

"Have you heard of Blackreach?" Septimus asked.

Chimera turned to him. "'Cast upon where Dwemer cities slept, the yearning spire hidden learnings kept,'" she recited.

Septimus nodded and chuckled, obviously amused. "Very good."

"Tower Mzark?" Cora questioned. Hiccup's eyes darted back to her. She apparently knew about this place as well.

"Cicero fears so, dearest Ms. Moonbrooke. The Listener and her Humble Servant have been in and out of there several times. Never liked it. Full of glowshrooms, big nasty bugs with big nasty masters," he explains, sticking out his tongue for emphasis. "No fun for assassins."

"Alfand," Chimera stated. "That's where we'll get in."

"Don't go making plans. Not all can enter there. Only Septimus knows the hidden key to loose the lack to jump beneath the deathly rock," Septimus said smugly.

"Of course there's something we need your help for. Information only you can provide, so we have no choice but to attend to your bidding," Cora explained. "Typical."

"You are wise young girl, but I assure you, Septimus will not be helping you if there wasn't something he needed in return. Two things I have for you. Two shapes. One edged, one round. The round one, for tuning. Dwemer music is soft and subtle, and needed to open their cleverest gates. The edged lexicon, for inscribing. To us, a hunk of metal. To the Dwemer, a full library of knowings. But…empty."

The four were listening intently, fearing the man losing his concentration to madness any second.

"Find Mzark and its sky-dome. The machinations there will read the Scroll and lay the lore upon the cube," he said, eyeing the group and sensing their hesitations. "Trust Septimus. He knows you can know."
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Chimera pushed through last, coming up to see her three companions all frozen in their tracks, slowly turning back to face her. She knitted her eyebrows and stood up beside them, finally seeing what their eyes were fixated on. They let her through.

Five Stormcloak soldiers stood before them, lined in a row with their hands at their sides. At the emergence of Chimera, they simultaneously lifted their right arms to remove their helmets, tucking them into their sides. All of their sculpted Nord faces were sunken, plagued with grief, cold, and worn from the travel. All but one had dark shoulder-length hair, the remaining on had red. They all looks vaguely familiar to Chimera. Tears welled in her eyes as her heart beat low in her chest. She knew what this was.

The redhead spoke first. "Chimera Bear Sera Stormcloak...your father, Ulfric Stormcloak, has ascended to the Throne of High King of Skyrim with universal support from all Jarls; the war has ended." He swallowed hard and blinked. "Shortly after his rein, he was killed by a rouge Dark Elf. Snuck into the Palace of Kings under the noses of our finest; the ones who stand before you, and murdered him. We have failed you, my lady."

Chimera nodded, almost as if she had been anticipating this. "I understand. You are all pardoned to the highest degree. This man will be found and dealt with accordingly."

The dark haired one on the far left spoke next, not mentioning his name although Chimera knew him best from her childhood; he was the most familiar though his name escaped her. "But we come here bearing another message to you, my lady. And I believe you understand the implications and reasons behind our pursuit of you, as well as seeking an audience with the famed Chimera Stormcloak."

Without another word, every soldier in that line without hesitation sunk to one knee in the icy slush and bowed their heads.

In unison, they praised her. "All hail Queen Chimera Stormcloak..."

Cora gasped, Chimera simply staring at the men before her, tears dried, unfazed, and unbroken. Her eyes remained firm. "Rise."

They did as they were asked, placing a fist across their chest in military solute.

Hiccup and Cicero simply stared in wonder, eyes darting from Chimera and back to the men with legs frozen, but the wood elf trudged to her side, heart racing. "Chimera, what is this, what does this all mean? How?..." She trailed off.

The Dark Elf sighed, raising her head high but keeping her red eyes forward. Her hands began to glow with the fire she treasured, burning with a passion Cora had never seen, making her mage's robes flutter. Her eyes deepened, pools of dark ink infringing on her irises.

The soldiers parted their mouths, blanching slightly, glancing between each other and back at their Queen.

"It means that the Listener of the Dark Brotherhood, Arch Mage of the most powerful college in Tamriel, Champion of the Daedra of Death, has just become High Queen of all Skyrim...that a Dark Elf now sits on the throne of the Nords."

**DUH DUH DUUUUHH! I love the ending of this oh my and I hope you did too! Stay on the lookout for more updates, favorite me, follow me, and leave me a review. Have a brilliant rest of your day/night!**


	35. Chapter 35: Nothing as Those Before Me

**Well gee, isn't it fancy seeing me here again so soon. Guys, just had to pump this one out because I was so excited about the last chapter's ending and I couldn't keep you on edge for too much longer. **

**This chapter is dedicated to someone very special in my life this round. A lot of these super cool ideas came from my boyfriend, and that guy inspired me to finish up this chapter and get it out to you. So this one is for him.**

**As always, read, review, and enjoy! Add Servants to your follows and favorites. You guys keep me going!**

**FUN FACT: A few of Cora's fight scenes were inspired by watching my brother during martial art sparing sessions.**

**Chapter 35: Nothing as Those Before Me**

With Chimera's feet almost gliding off the snow, her robes were swirling and her hands were glowing in flame. Her eyes were as black as ink, radiating blackness into the white snow air. Her short hair swirled circles around her pale Dunmer cheeks, as if glistening and flowing in ice water.

Cora ogled her dark light of her majestic beauty before sinking to one knee and bowing her head forward almost instinctively. Never in her life would she ever have seen herself bowing before the High Queen of Skyrim. Yet here she was, eyes closed in the utmost genuine respect.

One of the Nord men barked orders as they fell to their knees, followed shortly by Hiccup and Cicero. "Bow before your Queen!"

"No!" Chimera chanted. The flame vanished from her hands instantly, her feet sloshing into the snow as she fell and color returning to her eyes. She was breathing hard, looking around as if she had been lost, and eyeing the men still on their knees. She whirled around to face Cicero.

The jester quickly and quietly removed his hat, eyes full of wonder, and lowered his head to her. She strode to him, pulling his head back up and locking eyes.

"Bow to the man that holds my heart…" She broke their eye contact and took his hand, lowering her forehead to it. "Bow before your King."

The Nord on the far left rose to his feet instantly, spitting into the snow. "Never will I bow before an Imperial man, Chimera. Not as long as I remain a part of the Stormcloak army upheld by your father, and my heart beats in my chest." The other men rose as well, gruffly nodding.

The Queen narrowed her eyes and faced them, letting Cicero's hand fall into hers and to their waists. She remained at his side. "This man is my husband."

"Like Oblivion he is," the man responded, hell in his voice.

"And what was your master plan, Soren?" Chimera snipped. "A Dark Elf murdered my father as he sat upon his throne and suddenly you crown one of that kind to rule?"

The man immediately softened. He took a breath, eyes darting around his feet. "We both know those are not the way of things," Soren responded bashfully, his tone deepening and almost sounding adoring of her. "You are not those who have come before you. On both sides, my Queen. Stormcloak blood runs strong in your veins, and mixes with the blood of a powerful elven woman. All of Skyrim has a part of themselves in you, and you can use that as a weapon rather than a hindrance to uniting us once again. I will bow on my knees in snow, my lady, for those Nord bones held together by Mer flesh."

Chimera held her head high.

Cora glanced at Hiccup nervously, the two both feeling as though they were eavesdropping on a private conversation. This man clearly admired Chimera for everything she was and continued to be, and possibly knew her better than anyone else who stood around them. Cicero tightened his grip on her hand while clenching his hat in his other, continuing to remain silent.

"Yet not all share your unique perspective gained from personal experience," Chimera responded. "Many of Skyrim, especially of Windhelm, would desire to kill me solely based on my race, in addition see my ascendance to the throne presented by outcasts as void."

"You are the sole daughter of Ulfric Stormcloak, High King of Skyrim. There is nothing void of his daughter ascending to her rightful position," he countered.

Chimera breathed deeply. "I sense a hesitation, Soren."

His eyes darted to Cicero. "I cannot, however, accept your betrothal to this treacherous heathen."

Cicero's hand twitched towards his dagger, instinctively lurching forward, forcing Chimera to hold him back. Soren took a step back and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, snarling at Cicero.

"Cicero has done nothing to Skyrim and her innocent people," he defended. "Cicero has never been involved in a war for the sake of men conquering other men, nor will he ever be. He…" the jester stuttered. "I…I am the servant of my God, and my goddess, Queen Chimera Stormcloak. Nothing more am I."

Hiccup licked his lips, butterflies tickling his stomach. "Peace," he blurted.

All eyes turned to him, and he blanched.

But the hope he saw sparking up into Cicero's eyes is all he needed to edge him on. "These two are a symbol of peace. The love they share, I mean…as one." He flattened a palm against his head and groaned. "I have to show you."

And a scream tore from his throat without hesitation, deafening the men and causing them to cover their ears. They stared at him in astonishment as the sound echoed off the snowy mounds. He glanced back at them as proudly as he could manage as the roar of a Night Fury responded to his call. From behind an ice and rock formation, Toothless sprinted across the ice, teeth bared and nostrils alight in blue.

One of the men in the line let out a high pitched scream that had Cora splitting a grin against her best interest. The others drew their swords, to which Hiccup raised his hands. Toothless skidded to a halt behind him, tail curling around the Viking defensively. The dragon eyed the men through narrow pupils, arching his back.

"He means you no harm," Hiccup cooed. "Lower your weapons. I am the Dragonborn."

Their mouths hung open, but they did as he said, sheathing swords or just letting them clatter to the ice. Toothless cocked his head, pupils widening and body relaxing. Hiccup turned to rub a flat palm on his heated head, giggling as the dragon kicked his back leg out behind him.

"This is Toothless," he explained, eyes transfixed by his best friend. "And he is the best friend I have in this world."

He could hear the guards mumbling to each other. Chimera, Cicero, and Cora only smiled.

"And our friendship is a symbol of peace. Where I am from, we fought and killed dragons without a second thought. It was war. And it took our friendship to help the people of my village understand that we didn't need civil war. Why can't Chimera and Cicero be the same way?"

He looked back at his dragon, now standing faithfully at his side. The others stood in silence.

Chimera glanced back at Soren. "Hiccup is right. Our love and sacred marriage is a symbol of peace among this charred land. As a Stormcloak, I am proud be in love with an Imperial man. Isn't that saying enough?"

"All people are people. At the end of the day, we are one in the same. Love transcends boundaries." Cicero finished, hand squeezing the Queen's tighter.

Chimera eyed him curiously, but quickly rekindled her focus. "Together as King and Queen we will unite Skyrim once again; nurse her back from the war she was beaten with. Together we will restore her to the glory she was born with!"

To this, the men behind Soren cheered, lifting their firsts into the air. Soren sighed. "I cannot argue with my Queen." He bowed his head. "Hail Cicero, High King of Skyrim."

The jester smiled deviously. He leaned to Cora, replacing his hat on his head. With a cupped hand, he whispered in her ear. "Does this mean Cicero can legalize murders? And madness?"

Cora laughed, swatting his hand. "Behave."

"No promises, my Ms. Moonbrooke," he muttered, giggling. "No promises."

Chimera cleared her throat. "Yet there poses the problem of the Dragonborn," she stated. "We are off to Blackreach in an attempt to halt the World Eater's plan of attack on Tamriel. We will not be able to immediately attend a coronation."

Soren clasped his hands and lowered his head. "Very well, my Queen. We will tend to the business of Skyrim and her people, awaiting your rightful return."

Chimera narrowed her eyes. "I will not let my kingdom become anarchy. I wish to appoint a head steward to fill my position for the time being; serve as a transition to my rule."

Soren forced a smile. "As you wish, my Queen. We will send this individual immediate notice of promotion. Who is this appointee?"

Chimera grinned. "Brynjolf of Riften."

Cora's mouth dropped, her heart beating faster.

"Surly you cannot mean the notorious thief, Brynjolf of the Thieves Guild, my Queen."

She sighed. "But indeed I do. Aided by Nazir of Hammerfell. You will find he has taken up residence in Dawnstar. The two should get along swimmingly."

Soren's mouth twitched. "Mark my words, my Queen, if you continue this course of action, your cabinet may end in collapse. As an advisee, I strongly speak against the appointing of a thief and murderer to the highest offices in the province."

"You find the best people in the most unlikely places, Soren. And we will lead Skyrim to heights she has never been before."

"Yes, of course. With corruption, fear, back-handed deals, and disarray."

"No," Chimera defended sternly. "With compassion, honor, respect, and strength. As your Queen, I wish for no further advising on the matter. Return to Windhelm with these reports spoken with the utmost truth, otherwise your pardons for the assisted murder of King Ulfric Stormcloak will be revoked."

Soren silenced. "Very well," he grumbled. "Consider it done, my lady." With a curt bow, he replaced his helmet. He raised his right hand, and the remaining three replaced their helmets as well. "We will ride to Windhelm and make true on your wishes. In the name of Talos, you have my word."

Without another word, the four men turned away and to retrieve their horses. Together, they watched them mount their horses and make for the snowy hills.

Cora massaged her temples. "Oh my Gods," she said squinting her eyes shut. "What just happened?"

Chimera turned to Hiccup without skipping a beat. "Thanks for getting me out of that rut there with Cicero and all, Hiccup. Job well done. You will serve your village well someday."

Hiccup ran a hand through his hair. "Just trying to help here. I felt pretty useless through the whole thing."

Chimera smiled, placing a hand on his shoulder. "You are never useless."

He blushed, a toothy grin slipping onto his face. Cora pecked a quick kiss on his cheek.

The Dark Elf giggled, turning to face Cicero. She sighed, eyes pouting, her overall expression far from what she had previously displayed and only for the eyes of her beloved. "I think you're forced to marry me now. I'm sorry. It was a spur-the-moment bluff. I was scared, Cici."

He hushed her with a thumb to her lips. "I am honored to be the humble servant to the High Queen of Skyrim."

She pulled back, one eyebrow raised. "Save that king-talk for public, Cicero, it's kind of creepy."

The jester laughed, throwing his head back and slapping his leg. "Cicero just figures he should work on his madness to be King, you see, dearest Chimera. No one wants a mad jester bouncing around the great hall."

Chimera grinned. "You don't have to fake anything around me, Cicero."

He silenced. "But I still want to try. I will still love murdering people, and serving mother, and Sithis…but my madness is somewhat behind me. And you are Cice-…my…future, are you not, dearest Listener?"

She cradled his cheek. "You mean the world to me. Baby steps."

He placed a gloved hand over hers and leaned into her touch. "Cicero will try."

** So I figured I should probably just end it there and begin up again with more adventures later. So again, sorry this is a little bit short, but I really like it and am really proud of it! Hope you guys enjoyed, your viewership means everything to me! Keep a heads up for a new update hopefully coming soon!**


	36. Chapter 36: Camp

**Hello from Oblivion, all. So, it's been far too long since and update but here you go! Another chapter to the adventure. I hope to be doing a lot more writing in the near future. Read, review, and enjoy!**

**FUN FACT: Chimera's middle name is Bear, after the nickname for Ulfric's father, The Bear of Eastmarch. **

**Chapter 36: Camp**

Hiccup fidgeted with his coal pencil again, twirling it around in his fingers as he stared at the blank parchment page in his journal. He groaned, leaning back against Toothless and running a hand through his hair. Setting it aside, he stared out forward.

Cora and Chimera were fashioning tents they had been given from the Guild in Riften, chatting lightly and at times giggling. Cicero was off gathering firewood for the night.

And he smiled. No matter how close the world was to ending, no one could take this moment from him. His heart beat faster, and the new adrenaline jerked his papers back into his lap. With warm fingers and a cold sweat, Hiccup jotted down his thoughts.

_Dad,_

Hiccup sighed, hand shaking. Biting his lip, he rephrased the first part.

_Dear Dad,_

He grumbled again, crossing out Dad.

_Chief Stoick the Vast,_

_ I cannot marry Helga from North Island. _

Another sigh and pause.

_Even though the Cliffs of Forever are beautiful this time of year, I have fallen in love with another…Her name is Cora Moonbrooke of Valenwood. She is the daughter of a previous councilman, Gadnor Moonbrooke. She is fierce, I know you will love her. She is the one Freyja has sent for me. For me! If you can believe. Give her a chance. I look forward to returning home for you to meet her._

_Your talking fishbone,_

No no no. He crossed that out as well and changed it.

_Your son,_

_ Hiccup Haddock_

"Whatcha writing?" Cora said, plopping down next to Hiccup with an open mead.

He jumped, slamming his book shut and running a hand through his hair with a coy smile. "Oh, you know, dragon stuff…" He was blushing.

She raised an eyebrow. "Yeah? Dragon stuff? Like what?"

He dropped his hands and sputtered. "Oh, psh, you know, the usual. How they breathe fire and all that fun stuff. Shoot plasma balls. Yeah, I'm what you call an expert, you know."

"And I'm supposed to buy that?" Cora smirked, taking another swig of mead.

Hiccup sighed, dropping his shoulders and hunching forward. "No, of course not."

He glanced up as Cicero returned with the fire logs, his face erupting in an ear to ear smile at seeing Chimera. She was laughing at something he had said, and she gave him a soft peck on the cheek as he set down the wood. Hiccup had to look away.

"I just wish that things were simpler, I guess."

The wind whistled against the trees as dusk began fading into twilight.

"You and me both," Cora replied. "So much has happened in the past few months. I went from almost being killed by Imperials, meeting and falling for the Dragonborn, confronting the man who murdered my father and then watching him die." She paused. "And learning he wasn't the man I loved as a little girl."

Hiccup nodded, pressing his lips together. His heart ached.

"And now I feel like I'm a brand new person…with a new purpose and a new calling. I've never had a calling before, Hiccup. Before it was murder or be murder, steal and survive. That's what I'm used to."

"You know I can't forgive myself. Your life was uprooted because of me," Hiccup said somberly. "With your father."

Cora smiled. "True, but where am I right now? About to save the world with the Dragonborn of legends, a real dragon, and the High Queen of Skyrim. If I was still in Valenwood, I'd be washing dishes and running a shop when all I'd want to be was free with a bow and arrow in the trees. This is the stuff of my dreams, Hiccup."

"Where you could be killed," he countered.

"You really think I got this far because I was afraid of death?"

"That's not what I meant."

"Then why did you need to ask?"

Hiccup sighed, turning to face her and take her free hand in his. "Because you might not mind dying, but I'd never forgive myself if this was the reason why you did."

"Call me a martyr Hiccup, but I'm willing to die for this cause. For you."

"Cora, I-" He stuttered, gulping hard before pulling his hands away. "I just want you to be safe."

Red eyes stared into his, almost like a plea. She chose to not match her words to her feelings of love and desire for him. "I will be."

He ground his teeth together before clasping his hands together. "Well, I think we both need some rest before, you know, that whole march on poisonous earwigs and zombies for a piece of paper."

Cora tipped more mead down her throat before wiping her mouth on her sleeve. "You're probably right." She stretched upward and yawned in a strangely elegant way, arching her back backwards.

Olive skin of her midsection peaked out from under her tunic, and Hiccup's mouth went dry. But he narrowed his eyes on what seemed to be a bright black blue bruise just next to her hip.

She turned her extended arms into a point to the left, seemingly oblivious to his notice of her injury. She put her arms back down, and he brought his eyes back up to hers. "That one is yours, Hic. Goodnight."

And with nothing more, she stood up, wandering to her tent and crawling inside. She blew out the candle, the inside going dark.

Hiccup groaned, tipping backwards and laying out flat on his back in the dirt. Toothless tilted his head in curiosity before turning around and putting his chin on his Hiccup's stomach. He petted him affectionately.

"You were oddly quiet back there, bud. Was it just me or did that seem strange to you? She wasn't…herself. We've never talked like that before. And she looked hurt."

Toothless only grumbled and closed his eyes, a wispy spiral of smoke escaping from a small part in his lips.

"You're right Toothless, probably nothing," he grinned. "Maybe even a step in the right direction. I just hope she's OK." Just then, nothing had ever seemed so clear.

He turned over on his side, opening his journal and jotting another something extra on the note to his father: _Dad…I have to follow my heart. This woman…she will be the wife to the new Chieftain of Berk._
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Cora blew out her tent candle, made sure it was sealed tight, and collapsed onto her sleeping bag in pain. She grabbed at his midsection, trying not to scream or cry and call attention to herself. She had been gnawing a hole on the inside of her cheek all night and pretended to ignore it, but now it was just too much.

Shadowy pools of ink swirled under her skin all over her stomach and chest, specifically around her heart. It tinged her veins with a darker hue, the power of Sithis racing in her blood stream.

_Murder. Kill. Die._

Sithis begged her.

"No…" she muttered into the darkness. "I refuse."

Then the darkness was choking her, traveling up her neck and constricting her. It hurt to breathe and tears welled in her eyes.

_You must not refuse…you are cursed…and I desire a soul._

Cora kicked her feet out under her, suddenly seeing doubles and blackness on the edges of her vision. "Who?" she sputtered.

_Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III…I desire the soul of the Dragonborn. _

And suddenly the presence in her mind felt more than familiar. Cora grasped at her throat, blood vessels threatening to burst in her forehead.

"As…trid?"

And everything went black.
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"Goooood morning, Dragon Troupe!" Hiccup said, skipping out of tent.

Toothless let out a squeak, jumping to his feet in a catlike way before arching his back to look at Hiccup. The dragon narrowed his eyes and grumbled, tossing his head.

Hiccup play grumbled back, hands on his hips. "Come on, Toothless, we have a castle to storm."

Chimera cocked an eyebrow. She had been up for a few hours, taking the last watch of the night. "What are you so gay about this morning?"

Cicero popped his head out of the pair's tent, red hair sticking up and out, sleep still clouding his eyes. "Someone is gay this fine morning? Without the company of the jester?"

Hiccup smiled. "I figured things out, Chimera." He threw her a wink.

The dark elf smiled. "I knew you would." She gave him a curt nod.

"When are we heading out?"

"Ready when you are," a low voice muttered.

All eyes turned to Cora, suddenly standing silently next to the Dragonborn.

Chimera narrowed her eyes. "Are you alright, Cora?"

The elf had dark circles under her eyes, as if she hadn't slept in two days. Her hair wasn't straight and silky but instead bent in odd places, bridle, and dry. Her eyes were hazy rather than alert and scanning her surroundings. She adjusted her flight suit.

"I'm fine, ready to get this Elder Scroll," she said. She closed her eyes tightly and opened them again, her cheeks a slightly pale color.

Cicero adjusted his hat as he emerged the tent, moving to stand next to Chimera. His eyes widened when they fell to Cora. She glanced up at him miserably.

"Oh, dear Sithis. Cicero does not mind keeping poor Cora company while his Listener and Haddock Dragonborn retrieve the Elder Scroll and rune the Lexicon for old Septimus," the jester said.

Cora narrowed her eyebrows. "No, I'm not sitting this one out," she said. She turned and coughed into her arm.

Chimera's eyes flashed to her hands, where dark color stained her veins and ran up her neck, and she knew exactly who was responsible. She looked to Cicero, who nodded. "No, Cora, Cicero is right. You need to get some rest. We can handle this."

Toothless grumbled low in his chest, coming up behind Cora and nudging his head under her arm. He closed his eyes and rubbed against her side.

Hiccup smiled. "See? Toothless will stay here too." He moved forward to put his hand against her cheek. "We just want you to be safe."

Cora shuttered, the touch of his skin flaming against hers. Briefly, her red eyes flashed with passion and strength before dissolving again back into agony. They pleaded to him.

Hiccup opened his mouth and creased his eyebrow. "Cora, are you alright?"

She wanted to say no. She wanted to cry and fall next to him and die. Die after she said she loved him. Instead, she pulled his hand off her face and fought against the knowledge that she was going to be forced to kill him. "I'm fine."

Hiccup took a step back. "Please, Cora…stay safe and try to feel better. For me."

She nodded, before taking her bow off her back and casting it aside. "Fine. I'll stay here. With Cicero."

The jester jumped and clacked his ankles together. "Cicero cannot wait for all the fun and games!"

Chimera stepped forward. "You know as well as I it's better that you do."

Cora turned around. "I don't think you-"

Chimera glared at her.

She quieted, eyes darting back to Hiccup. "Understood."

Hiccup raised one eyebrow. "Okay, something is going on here that I don't think I understand."

Chimera sighed, turning to him. "I will explain it all to you la-"

"Well well well, if it isn't the woman of the hour."

Chimera's eyes widened, standing straight up with her back to the voice, eyes filling with black and hands glowing with flame. Cicero's knife was drawn.

"Illuvitaar," she said, turning around to face him. "What are you doing here?"

He shrugged, looking down and dragging his boot in the snow. "Here to congratulate you, I suppose," he said evenly. "Should I be bowing before the new High Queen? And King, from what I hear."

Chimera's heart dropped. "You are still my dearest friend, Illuvitaar."

"Years, Chimera. Years, you lied to me," he said, voice teetering on rage. "And I come to discover from our prisoner that you are the daughter of Ulfic Stormcloak." He spat his name.

"I am," she said calmly.

"And you wanted Ancano locked up in our Midden because he was an asset to your disgusting father," he accused, looking up and lowering his hood. "Not because of what he did to Savos."

"That is not true," Chimera countered. "I wanted him in there the same reasons you did. Savos."

"Oh? So it has nothing to do with the fact that you wanted him as a bartering chip to get you back into the rebellion? Don't lie to me, Ms. Stormcloak, I found your manuscripts."

Chimera lowered her hands, the beginnings of tear starting in her eyes. "I did what I had to do, Illuvitaar."

"And that included lying to me?!" he shouted, taking a step towards Chimera. She shuttered.

"No one speaks to my Listener that way," Cicero said, stepping on front of her. He flipped his dagger in his hand, blade outward. He stood in a fighting stance.

Illuviaar scoffed. "She was lying to you too, you know. She is a monster. A heathen, betrayer, and of mutant blood."

Cicero's eyes narrowed. "I knew who her father was all along, Illuvitaar. The difference between you and humble me, is that I love her just the same."

"I love her more, don't you dare question that, you Imperial whelp," he spat. "I've murdered for her. I've destroyed towns, villages, and killed anyone who's stood in my way for her. Because that's what twisted things she loves." Electricity sparked in his fist.

Cicero only smiled. "Oh, you have no idea."

Illuvitaar let out a fearsome yell before hurling a sparking ball of electricity at the pair. Hiccup barely had time to breathe before Cicero leaned back and Chimera threw up a ward to block the spell with one wave of her arm.

The pair didn't waste any time, and while Chimera dove to the side, Cicero charged forward. Illuvitaar threw another spell, this time a flaming sphere, at Chimera, but she swiftly dove to the side as it crashed into the light snow and burnt the ground below.

Cicero spiraled around, attempting a back kick to his head, but he blocked and grabbed his ankle. Cicero used this opportunity to lift his opposite foot and kick him swiftly in the gut, flipping forward and landing on his feet before whirling back around. Illuvitaar stumbled backwards, quickly throwing up a ward to block Cicero's downward blade swipe.

An arrow whistled by Illuvitaar's ear and he looked up, seeing Cora knocking another to aim at his head. She let it fly, the high elf using his opposite hand to cast a spell and spiral it off track. Cicero was relentless, and Illuvitaar needed to concentrate on blocking his swift jabs when another arrow whistled by. Hiccup was even digging in his tent for Astrid's axe, Toothless with flames in his nostrils and his teeth bared.

Chimera reached out towards Cora. "Cora! Stop!"

The wood elf lowered her bow in confusion as Hiccup charged forward with the axe. Illuvitaar shot blue sparks at him, but he pulled the axe down over his chest and the spell reverberated, firing out in all directions and fizzling off into the air. Toothless rushed behind him, readying a plasma blast.

Cora steadied another arrow to cover him.

"Bow down, Cora!" Chimera yelled again.

But she ignored her, letting it fly and catching Illuvitaar off guard again. She knocked another and took aim, but Sithis overtook her mind suddenly, her surroundings fading in grey. Her limbs shook and flushed with freezing cold and she was no longer in control of her movements. She aimed at the back of Hiccup's head.

Chimera panicked, throwing a ward between him and the arrow. It bounced off of the spell but Cora aimed another.

Chimera ran towards Illuvitaar, calling to Cicero currently overwhelmed by Illuvitaar's magical onslaught. "Cicero! Grab Cora! I got this! I have magic!"

Cicero nodded, throwing down one more swipe before turning and sprinting towards Cora.

Hiccup ran past him, raising his axe. "**_FOS RO DAH!_**"

Illuvitaar was swept up in the shout, flailing and spiraling backwards. Toothless scooped Hiccup and tossed him onto his back as they continued to run after him.

Chimera reached him lying in the snow and froze the snow to his hands to pin him down. She held a dagger to his throat with one hand and held fire in the other.

"Don't make me kill you."

He smiled like a madman. "Do it, my Queen. I dare you!"

"Chimera!" Cora screamed. "Chimera!"

The dark elf turned away to see Cora on the ground kneeling over Cicero, flat on his back with an arrow pultruding from his chest.

She looked up in horror, hands on Cicero's wounds and tears welling in her eyes. "It's one of mine!"

**Ta Da! Another chapter down with some fun cliff hangers hehe. Stay tuned for more, don't forget to shoot me a review and stay updated for more!**
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**Well hello! Fable is back so soon and back in full swing! We left on a quite the cliffhanger so had to get this out to you ASAP. Hope you enjoy this one as much as I enjoyed writing it! Keep on being awesome, and remember to favorite, follow, and shoot me a review. It would mean the world to me! Thanks!**
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**Chapter 37: The True Mission**

"His skin is fireproof, you do realize that, right?" Hiccup said, stretching his legs out in front of him and scraping his metal foot against the ground.

Toothless was currently sitting on top of Illuvitaar, keeping him pinned down until they could figure out something to do with him. He held a ball of flame to the dragon's rear, doing nothing more than annoying him. Toothless exhaled in annoyance before continuing to lick his paw but, ignoring Hiccup, a sweating Illuvitaar kept his magic lit.

"It's actually kind of pathetic. I would stop if I were you."

"Shut your face, you worthless twerp," he growled, keeping his fire pressed against Toothless. He attempted electricity next with the same result, the magic fizzling into the cold air.

Hiccup put a hand over his heart, feigning hurt. "I'm so emotionally damaged."

Toothless grumbled, tail curling to slap Illuvitaar in the face. He chuckled as the high elf moaned and rubbed his whipped cheek.

Hiccup sighed, glancing back towards the campsite. Chimera had told Hiccup and Toothless to stay with Illuvitaar and that the ice cuffs would not hold forever. Hiccup wasn't sure if this is exactly what she had in mind, but it was working none the less.

He just hoped everything was going alright. They had dragged Cicero into Chimera's tent and he hadn't been moving, and Hiccup was worried. Cora also looked horrified that she had shot him, and he honestly had no idea what had even happened.

He was too busy realizing he was actually charging into battle.
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"Chimera, I have no idea what happened," Cora pleaded. "I'm so sorry I lost control."

The dark elf grit her teeth and ignored her, ripping through his striped jesters outfit to expose his wound. She narrowed her eyes, propping his head under a pillow and brushing his hair out of his face.

He was struggling to breathe, sweat beading on his forehead. "Chi…my…Listener…"

"Cicero, can you feel your legs?" Chimera said, hands glowing yellow and rubbing around his wound.

He laughed and sputtered before smiling. "Is Chimera asking Cicero to dance?"

"He's going into shock. Cora, hand me that tunic. Behind you."

The wood elf whirled around before reaching for and handing Chimera a wadded up cloth.

Chimera pulled a healing potion from her robes and handed it to Cora. "Hold his head and pour this down his throat when I well you. Get in position."

The wood elf uncorked the potion and carefully placed Cicero's head in her lap. "Ready."

She nodded, looking to Cicero with compassionate eyes. She took off her belt and placed the leather between his teeth. "Cici, this is going to hurt."

With one hand clutching the tunic and the other the arrow, Chimera yanked the arrow out of his chest, blood spirting into the tent. Cicero arched up and screamed against the leather, eyes rolling back and hands clenching and unclenching.

She quickly threw the arrow to the side and pressed the tunic against his wound. She looked up at Cora. "Now."

Cora nodded, removing the belt from his mouth and pouring the sizzling red liquid into his mouth. She tapped his throat to manually get the liquid down as his mouth filled with blood. He coughed violently.

"Chimera, he's coughing blood," she panicked, eyes darting over his face. He looked too much like her father, blood gurgling in his pale mouth and light leaving his eyes. Cora choked a sob. "Cicero, I'm so sorry."

"The arrow punctured a lung. Any minute he will go into seizures. We need to heal him now."

"We?" Cora questioned, looking up with tears in her eyes. "Chimera, I know nothing about restoration."

Chimera grabbed her arm violently and yanked her closer. "This is the work of Sithis, which is why I told you to put that bow down around Hiccup," she spat. "Only Sithis can choose to heal him now. It's unnatural, no restoration is going to work."

"What does this have to do with me? Or Hiccup? Sithis is the birthed soul incarnate of Padomay, he would never bring someone to life."

"He heals with death, Cora, he corrupts the soul of those he possess. Just like yours. Cicero's is already pledged to him, it's his only chance."

The dark elf yanked her hands down to his wound, drenching her hands in blood. Cicero began to convulse under her hands, sticky raw skin smacking against her palms. She gulped audibly and looked to Chimera.

Her hands were raised above her head, head tilted backwards almost unnaturally, her eyes an inky black_. "Hail Sithis! For we are with thee! No questions to his order and carried without failure, for Sithis is who I cherish and hail! Send the damned to murder the betrayed! Send them to the Void to seek further judgement from Sithis!"_

Cora's entire body chilled with darkness, a presence suddenly there with them that wasn't before. Her hands shook violently, and that same pale grey took over her vision.

"_We are the listeners to the Children of Dark, and by Sithis we leave his mark! Under the Mother of the Night, fix an agent broken, and speak to the unspoken! Hail Sithis!"_

An inhuman voice escaped Cora's lips. A satanic male voice was birthed of her tongue. "_**Sithis answers."**_

And her palms soaked Cicero in inky blackness, his entire body flooding with pure darkness and expanding through his veins. His eyes glowed as his mouth spilled streams of living death. A white ghostly glow curled around Cora's fingers and blew her hair back, exposing deep black eyes overflowing with evil. _**"My humble servant Cicero shall live."**_

His wounds were closing, Chimera only watching in wonder. Winds were whipping in the tent, strange unnatural glows and hums escaped Cicero's body, and tendrils of blackness swirled out of Cora's hands.

Then it was gone. As quickly as it had come, the tent was silent.

Cora's eyes rolled back and she tipped to the side, catching herself clumsily. She rubbed her forehead and squinted her eyes shut, breathing deeply.

Cicero groaned, closed eyes twitching. "Chi…Chimera."

She knelt by his side, scooping her hand under his neck and helping him sit up. "What…what happened. I feel different…"

"You need to rest, the Night Mother no longer has insanity hanging over your head…you're cured Cicero. No more jester."

He moaned again. "Just a servant to Sithis?"

She smiled. "An agent of the Brotherhood, yes."

Then all eyes turned to Cora. She was curled tightly into a ball, shivering and clutching her legs.

"Cora…" Chimera cooed lightly. "Cora, we need to talk."
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Hiccup clumsily rose to his feet when Chimera exited the tent, looking her over carefully. She rubbed fingers to her temples, robes covered in blood splatter. She turned towards the trio, murder in her eyes. Sithis flashed into them and Hiccup found himself stepping away as she made a B-line towards Illuvitaar, pinned under Toothless.

"Come over here, bud," he ushered to Toothless. "I don't think we're going to want to watch this."

Toothless scurried off of the suffocating High Elf towards Hiccup, Illuvitaar instantly reaching for his throat and coughing. He pushed himself up and stumbled to his feet, locking eyes with Chimera. He grinned.

"Chimera, my dear," he slurred. "Let's talk, shall we?"

The Dark Elf simply drew what Hiccup recognized as Astrid's old blade from the brotherhood from her coat and approached the elf. His heart was in his throat.

She grinned. "Let's not."

Before he had time to even react, Chimera had the dagger raised at shoulder level, grabbed his neck, and stabbed down to drive it into his heart. Not a second had passed when she twisted it with a crunch and yanked it out, forced him to his knees, and slit his throat open.

Hiccup's eyes widened and the air left his lungs with a whoosh.

The light left his eyes as his blood sprayed into the shallow snow, dousing the white pack with red. Chimera kicked his body backwards and sheathed her dagger, Illuvitaar's arms flailing out to the side as he hit the ground in a lifeless heap.

"By the Gods!" Hiccup cried, putting his hands to his mouth and his knees suddenly weak. "Why in Odin's name did you do that!?"

Chimera spit the ground next to his body, turning away. "Because if he had never shown up this wouldn't have happened," she said, teetering on rage.

Hiccup tried not to look at Illuvitaar's body, bile rising in his throat painfully. "He was your friend, Chimera."

Tears rose in her red eyes as she whipped around. "Was!" she shouted. "He was my friend. Then he attacked us, kind of ruining the basic concept of it all."

Hiccup ran his hands through his hair. "But you didn't have to kill him, Chimera!"

Chimera smacked her hands against her forehead. "Gods damn it, Hiccup, when are you going to get it through your head? I've been watching you this whole time, prancing around like the Dragonborn of legends who can peacefully solve everything. Wake up, you child. You are in Skyrim, a land of kill or be killed, when will that register with you?"

Hiccup stepped forward. "You don't think where I come from it wasn't kill or be killed? Dragons and Vikings, murdering each other based on misunderstanding. What if this was a misunderstanding, Chimera? What if just talking to him would have answered all your questions?"

"Cicero was almost killed, I don't have time to think of compassion," she snarled. She took a step towards him. "I think you lost a grasp on who you were traveling with. Every single one of your companions here has killed people with no remorse. Cicero and I are pledged to the un-deadra of death and Cora has a soul blacker than night. Its due time you let that sink in."

Hiccup hung his head. She was right. "What am I doing, Chimera?"

She grit her teeth. "Trying to save the world the noble way, but it's never going to work. You're marching forward to kill a dragon, Hiccup. The World Eater's soul must be drained, yet you never let that cross your mind. You have been flirting with death this whole time, yet you are too naïve and trusting to realize that fact. Cicero, Astrid, Cora, Brynjolf, me, any one of us could have killed you at any point."

"I don't know about the rest of you but Astrid would never hurt me," Hiccup defended. "Never in a million years. She loved me."

Chimera scoffed, shaking her head. "That arrow in the High King of Skyrim was meant for you."

Hiccup knitted his eyebrows together. His heart sunk in his chest. "What? Why would Cora do that? Try to kill me?"

"Because she wasn't Cora, Hiccup. That mark of Sithis she harbors gave Astrid a window into her body. She wants you there in the Void, with her."

Hiccup shook his head. "Chimera you aren't making any sense. Astrid is gone, I watched her lie there. I know you killed her…put her out of her misery."

Chimera narrowed her eyes. "And she told me before she died that she'd be back for you, one way or the other. That's why we came with you. We knew she would try to reach you, we just didn't know how. I suppose she chose to come through Cora."

Hiccup simply stared at her. "You never cared about my quest," he breathed. "You just wanted to help Astrid even if that meant killing me."

Chimera shrugged. "I didn't come for fun."

Hiccup shook his head. "And Cicero?"

"Because of me."

Hiccup crinkled his brow, throwing his hands out to the side. "And I thought you were my friends? I defended you and ran into battle for you. I thought you genuinely cared about me…"

Chimera sighed. "We do, Hiccup, we do. But this was the bigger reason. Of course we want you to succeed."

"Sure you do," Hiccup spat, sarcasm heavy in his voice. "I'm better off without you…all of you."

Chimera turned to walk towards the tent. She waved a dismissive hand above her head. "You keep thinking that, Dragonborn."

Her back to Hiccup, she threw open the flaps of the tent to see Cicero sitting up and chatting lightly with Cora, hot tea in his hands. His chest was closed and clean against his bloodied clothes. Chimera smiled, sitting across from him. Cora inched away and cleared her throat.

Chimera took a deep calming breath. "How are you feeling, Cici?" she cooed, hand caressing his shin.

Cicero swallowed the remainder of his tea and placed a hand atop hers. "Like I haven't in years, my Listener. I'm great. I was just telling Cora of my days at the Bruma Sanctuary, in Cyrodiil."

His completely sane hazel eyes comforted her yet were full of undiscovered mystery. For the first time, his jester's motley looked completely out of place on him.

She was smiling, tears welling in her eyes. She sighed and looked down, attempting to wipe them away. "It's like I have a new man to fall in love with."

Cicero chuckled. "I'm still me and I still love my Listener." He looked to Cora, knees to her chest in the corner of the tent. "I filled Cora in on her unholy marking as well, Chimera."

"And why I was able to heal Cicero," the wood elf muttered. She held eye contact with the floor. "And why I'm trying to kill Hiccup."

She forced out the last few words before pulling her knees closer still to her chest, veins still rampant with darkness.

Chimera sighed. "That's why I asked you to put the bow down, Cora."

"Well how was I supposed to know I'd try and kill him? Someone didn't warn me about that."

"Like I said," Cicero interrupted, "we knew Sithis was going to come out of you and we knew Astrid would attempt to return from the Void, we just didn't anticipate both of those would converge at once, and on you."

"Chimera seemed to," Cora accused. "Otherwise she wouldn't have known I'd attack Hiccup."

The dark elf shook her head. "I had a hunch when I saw the darkness in your veins."

Cora stood up. "Oh, so you did know?"

"I was just trying to protect you. And Hiccup," Chimera quipped.

"You know what, you people are all kinds of fucked up," Cora spat. "You came along for no other reason than Astrid and you can't even tell me how to fix this, I didn't ask to be your champion."

"Cora, don't be rash," Chimera said. "I've told you, you have to purge him with the opposite of darkness, which is light. Light comes through even the roughest edges with love."

Fury fumed into Cora's eyes. "And you knew I couldn't do that."

"If I were you, I'd never wish to part with Sithis."

"Well I want to, even if that leads me away from you," she threw open the opening to the tent, "and towards Hiccup."

But Cora stared out into an empty snowfield in the middle of the afternoon. Cloud-filtered sunlight glinted off the swaying evergreen trees and outlines Illuvitaar's motionless body.

Hiccup and Toothless were nowhere to be found.

**I just…I'm not even sure, just that the next update will be coming really soon!**

**And also, I'm also going to be writing a chapter or a side adventure based on a concept posed by YOU. That's right, gimme a situation and I will make it a reality with your credits. Send me a PM and see you next time!**


End file.
